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            Author’s note
            

         
   
         HE HAD to come back. Why is it that bad people are so resilient? And, I suppose he had to try to get the girl. Not just any girl, but The Girl. As investment bankers go, Dave Hart is now operating not at the 30,000 feet altitude of the senior manager, but at 90,000 feet, as only he can. Helping me get him there have been a number of people, who made suggestions, read and re-read, and gave me thoughts and ideas, and I remain grateful to them as ever. In particular, Adam Shutkever, Joanna Rice, my son Mark and daughter Anna, and of course Jane, all deserve special mention, as well as Lorne, Olivia and the team at Elliott and Thompson. And for the inspiration for Dave Hart, my thanks to the men and women who work in the Square Mile and the West End, in particular my friends in the hedge fund industry.
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            The Ego’s Nest
            

         
 
         I’M ABOUT to blow up a cow.
         
 
         Not an inflatable one. My lips will not be involved. A real one. An actual bovine monstrosity.
 
         It’s standing quietly, chewing moronically on some grass, about thirty yards in front of me. It’s vaguely off-white, not the clean Friesian black-and-white I’m used to in England, and it’s tethered to a wooden stake.
 
         I’m crouching behind a fence, preparing to fire an ex-Soviet rocket-propelled grenade launcher – an RPG-7 – that is going to convert my vegetarian friend into lumps of red meat.
 
         Why am I doing this? Because I can. I’ve never done it before and I’m told it’s interesting. I’ve done everything else. Well, everything you can do unless you’re the president of the United States. I haven’t declared global thermonuclear war. Not yet, anyway.
 
         So here I am, a former investment banker who made out like a bandit – arguably was a bandit – but who escaped before the full awfulness of the crash and squirreled away his haul, his billions, in a mega scam before the music stopped.
 
         I was short. And I don’t mean physically challenged (although I am). Indirectly, I’d sold the shares not only of my own company, which I was steering resolutely on to the rocks, but also of every other firm. I knew the whole industry would be caught out when the world finally woke up and realised that investment bankers were indeed naked emperors, wandering around in the ultimate glass house, their firms trapped in a cycle of inter-dependency that meant when one went down, they all would. And I was certainly going to make sure that mine did.
         
 
         I was running the Erste Frankfurter Grossbank, the biggest bank in the world (at least by some measures), and with remarkable prescience I saw the crash coming and, with some well-placed co-conspirators, made my plans. We were short when it made sense to be, placed our bets ahead of the crowd – big bets – and my friends profited handsomely.
 
         And so did I. Privately. And Grossbank was brought to its knees by its own management. By me. And then the whole pack of cards came down.
 
         All those trillions that were pumped into the system by the world’s central banks had to go somewhere, didn’t they? For every trade in the market there are two sides, a buyer and a seller – or, in this case, a winner and a loser. I was the winner.
 
         None of it was public. I was chairman of Grossbank, a pivotal figure for the biggest player in the market, and of course, my actions were always in the interests of shareholders, employees, customers, market counterparties, regulatory authorities and all of our other stakeholders.
 
         Yeah, right. When the banking sector collapsed and share prices fell through the floor, the smart money made billions.
 
         I like billions.
 
         The cow turns its head and looks in my direction. It’s a Cambodian cow. That’s where I’ve been since faking my death – a melodramatic simulated death plunge from Blackfriars Bridge onto the heavily-cushioned deck of a barge owned by an associate of mine.
         
 
         So now I’m a dead man. Officially. Now I have a new name. I’m no longer Dave Hart. Pity. I liked Dave Hart, was kind of used to it. But now I’m someone else. And I’m here in Cambodia, discreetly enjoying whatever pleasures remain to the jaded, saturated, cynical, worn-out ex-investment banker who’s finally come to the end of his road.
 
         This is what the Cambodians allow super-rich hedge fund managers, private-equity gurus, investment bankers and other grotesquely wealthy, time-sensitive, adrenalin junkies to do to their livestock for what they think is a lot of money. Stupid? Of course they are. But it’s amazing what poor people will sell for the wrong price. Speaking as a rich person, I have no problem with that.
 
         I squeeze the trigger.
 
         ‘Th … whoooop!’
         
 
         A brief kick in my shoulder and out it goes. The ex-Vietcong instructor gives me a supportive pat on the back as the projectile flies high in the air, missing the cow by about ten yards. I wish I could have tethered some of my old colleagues from Grossbank there but obviously that’s not practical, though it might have improved my aim. We wait, and after a few seconds the grenade explodes somewhere vaguely in the distance. I hope it didn’t hit a village.
 
         Big loss of face. Or not. I’m paying the fees, after all. My instructor shouts at the black-pyjama clad team members who have appeared from nowhere and are untethering the cow to bring it ten yards closer. Whatever happened – or didn’t – was clearly their fault. He berates them appropriately and nods at me encouragingly. It’s just a matter of time. 
         
 
         They reload me and I stare down the sights a second time. The cow fills them completely. I can see nothing other than the cow. I know I’m an investment banker, but surely even I can’t miss?
 
         ‘Th … whoooop!’
         
 
         Gotcha! Awesome. A huge thump, followed by a flash and a bang, and lumps of meat are flying through the air.
 
         Thought you could defy me, you fucking bovine loser? Think again. You are Lehman Brothers in my sights.
 
         Then something wet thwacks me in the face, something clingy and unpleasant. Something that bursts my bubble …
 
         
             

         
 
         I’M AWAKE.
 
         My eyes open and I stare at the fan on the ceiling. I’m lying on a monster-sized semicircular bed that is covered with beautiful, naked Cambodian women with long, dark hair that reaches almost to their waists, their bodies still glistening with the oils they rubbed into each other and then into me. Full body massage by numbers. Why choose when you can have them all? I count six, seven, eight of them, all stunning, lithe and, most of all, available. They are snoozing, or pretending to, after the exertions of last night. Or, at least, the pretend exertions. I didn’t make much effort myself, just took in the show and let them do their stuff.
 
         There are guys who call them LBFMs – Little Brown Fucking Machines. I hate that term. For one thing it’s inaccurate. These girls suck as well. Boy, do they suck. And they have wonderfully delicate hands, and some of them have an amazingly firm grip. And the best part of all is the well-oiled body-to-body massage. I’m no misogynist. I love women. All of them.
 
         Or I used to. 
         
 
         I glance down at an empty bottle of champagne in an ice bucket. The ice has long since melted. There’s an ashtray next to it with a couple of cigar stubs and a lot of ash. The detritus that remains from another great time. Yeah, right. I’m getting bored with all these good times.
 
         There was a moment last night when one of the girls was kneeling at my feet, about to go down on me, staring up at me with her huge, dark eyes, and she asked if I was ready. Ready? Me? Is the Pope a Catholic? But, then it struck me, just how unexcited I actually was at the prospect of yet another technically perfect, brilliantly executed professional blow job that meant absolutely nothing and would be forgotten the next day.
 
         The problem with meaningless, empty sex is that it’s so meaningless and empty. Better a well-intentioned amateur who puts her heart into it than the most technically perfect professional who really doesn’t care.
 
         When a man tires of blow jobs he tires of life. Surely a man in his forties can’t tire of life? I should have decades of blow jobs ahead of me. Am I having a nightmare? Is that what my future holds? Desperately searching the globe for something stimulating to do, because I’ve ticked all the pleasure boxes I know and I can’t live without the possibility of something new?
 
         The problem is I have to remain hidden. I committed the perfect crime, a crime which no one knows has been committed and, anyway, they all think I’m dead. Ask the average banker if he’d turn his back on his life and disappear forever, given a few billion to cushion the blow, and he’d say yes in a heartbeat. I did. But now I’m more than nine months into my new life of anonymous super-wealth and I’m already regretting it. 
         
 
         The point about success is that you enjoy it principally through the eyes of others. People who spend their lives in the jungle of the City are fundamentally empty on the inside. I know I was. I believed in nothing, wanted everything, and my goal was to have more and more. Of everything. Money, power, possessions, booze, drugs and, of course, pussy. But I wanted most of it, not for the rush it gave me, which was only ever temporary, but because others didn’t have it. Or, if they did, I got there first and had more than they did. And that’s why I came up with the greatest scam of all time.
 
         And it worked.
 
         It worked because a few of us, myself on the inside and my two co-conspirators on the outside, brought down the global financial system. It needed an insider. I was that insider. I drove Grossbank onto the rocks and, in the process, blew the whistle on the rest of the major investment banks. I called time. But only when I was ready and my friends were ready too.
 
         Rom Romanov was the big financial muscle, awesomely connected in a London-Russian-global-Jewish kind of way. Hugely wealthy, a man of a certain age who appears totally ageless, dark-haired, fresh-faced, apparently woken from whatever cryogenic chamber the undead are kept in. He even has a clammy handshake. But there are worse sins. At least from the undead.
 
         Bang Bang Lee is easier. He’s a classic Chinese tycoon, known for his propensity for offering competitors two lead injections in the back of the head, which makes even the most difficult counterparties review their position. It’s amazing how often people see sense once they have the time to reflect. 
         
 
         So Rom and Bang Bang are friends and collaborators. And billionaires – even before the crash. Now they won’t have enough fingers and toes to count their billions.
 
         They brought a lot of other people in too – friends of theirs, Chinese tycoons, Russian oligarchs, Mafia dons and cartel chieftains. The villains had a good crash.
 
         Some people would feel uncomfortable about that. Not me. Markets are morally neutral swings and roundabouts. And as an investment banker, I really don’t care who the winners and losers are, as long as I get my cut. And I certainly did – the biggest ticket of my life.
 
         Which makes it strange that I really don’t feel happy. Or proud. Or even satisfied. They say it’s better to travel than to arrive. But what if you arrive and nobody notices? Something’s missing. No. Someone’s missing. The only person who could really touch me.
 
         Two Livers.
 
         The woman I’m thinking of is unique. Yes, yes, they’re all unique, but this one really is. Laura ‘Two Livers’ MacKay – the smartest woman in the City of London – named for her massive capacity for consuming alcoholic drinks of every kind while remaining not just bright, sober and charming, but utterly, timelessly, breathtakingly beautiful. An intelligent blonde who could melt my heart.
 
         While I was sailing away into history, she was round at the Bank of England, desperately trying to save the firm. Someone had to.
 
         Christ, how I miss her.
 
         
             

         
 
         I’M IN a cage underwater, attached to the back of a large motor cruiser, breathing off a regulator which is attached to a compressor on the boat, staring out into the deep blue waters of the Pacific. The boat itself is superbly luxurious. I could afford to buy half-a-dozen and not even notice, but I’m following the golden rule of wealth preservation: if it floats, fucks or flies, rent it. Beside me, an instructor shares the cramped space in the cage, scanning the ocean around us.
         
 
         We have full face masks and a radio that allows us to talk.
 
         He’s shaking his head. ‘I’m sorry, this has never happened before. That huge one seems to have disappeared.’
 
         The giant he’s talking about is a great white shark, all of four metres long and with the kind of cold, killer eyes that I never saw on the trading floor. At least not at my firm. I heard that the US firms might have been different.
 
         Anyway, we’d been circling in the boat for the two hours, searching the sea for fins, dragging lumps of tuna on lines behind the boat and tipping buckets of blood into the water. Finally our patience was rewarded, not just with fins, but with an explosion of activity as the bait was taken. The lines were severed by rows of razor-sharp teeth and a huge predator cruised past, its head breaking the surface as it seemed to stare up at us, weighing us up as its next potential meal.
 
         Another day, another adrenalin rush. Cage diving with a great white shark. It’s there so it had to be done.
 
         I’d shaken off the topless blonde Ukrainian who was massaging suntan oil into my shoulders. I’m wearing tiny Speedo budgie smugglers and she’d offered to cream me up everywhere if I was willing to do the same for her. What could I say? I’m a guy. Don’t expect depth. But she’d still be there later, so I headed below with my instructor and kitted up in double-quick time, climbed into the cage and we were lowered to the optimal viewing depth. 
         
 
         Which is when nothing happened. As soon as I entered the water, the shark circled once, having a look at us, then took off. The crew kept throwing in buckets of blood and dangled more lumps of tuna next to the cage, but it was hopeless. So they keep us down there for another twenty minutes because it’s possible the shark was spooked by an even bigger shark – the only thing that scares a great white is an even bigger great white – and there had been reports in the area of a monster up to six metres long.
 
         But if there’s a monster around, I figure it has to be the one in the cage.
 
         The instructor turns to me and points to the surface with his thumb. I nod and they raise the cage and release us.
 
         When we’re back on board they all look uncomfortable. They say that they have never seen them behave that way before. Its fins broke the surface, heading fast away from us, as if all it wanted was to get out of Dodge.
 
         There isn’t much I can say, so I crack a few jokes about ex-bankers and professional respect, but privately I see it differently.
 
         Living this life has made me toxic, even underwater.
 
         
             

         
 
         I WISH I was at Duke’s – the hotel in St James’s Place. Or, more specifically, the bar where Alessandro – London’s finest barman – produces the best dry martinis on the planet. And I only drink Uluvka, the world’s best premium vodka. When it comes to indulging myself, I like to think I’m not only knowledgeable, focussed and determined, but utterly uncompromising. If self-indulgence were an Olympic sport, I’d be a gold medallist.
 
         The act of preparing a martini is an art in itself. A sort of hushed reverence surrounds the ritual by which pre-chilled glasses are anointed with the tiniest hint of vermouth before frozen vodka is poured in and a twist of fresh lemon added, in a precise, unhurried process that defies the pressures of the twenty-first century.
         
 
         No matter how much I try – and I have, in countless places all around the Pacific Basin – no one has come close to matching London’s finest. Which is irritating, because being super-rich is supposed to mean I get to have it all. And the thought of never going back there again is intolerable. What are my billions for if I can’t get a decent martini?
 
         On the other hand, being dead has its lighter side.
 
         The best bit was the obituaries. I’d never really thought before about the process by which lives are assessed, summarised, put on paper and preserved for all time. Real life is full of ambiguities, half truths, accidents and happenstance. Life in the obits is linear, deliberate and one dimensional, with only the occasional allusion to the multiple shades of grey that make the real thing infinitely more interesting than the 2,500 words squeezed between a World War Two fighter ace and a long-retired chief government scientist.
 
         I could detect the hand of Ball Taittinger, my ace public-affairs advisers, and specifically the Silver Fox, their sixty-something, seen-it-all, smooth and charming chairman – at least in the friendlier ones: ‘… the greatest banker of them all, a man who built the biggest firm in the world only to see it crash before his eyes as the result of market forces beyond his control. But unlike lesser men, he took responsibility for what he felt was a failure of leadership, and he paid the ultimate price.’
 
         I read these sitting in the sun on a beach with perfect white sand in Thailand, the sound of the ocean gently lapping against the shore in the background. I had the whole place to myself, except for the beautiful Thai girl whose head was bobbing up and down in my lap while I flicked through the papers. Dead? Moi? You must be kidding.
         
 
         All the obits mentioned the fact that my body has never been found. Of course it hasn’t been found. I still have it. It’s where I live. But they don’t know that, and it adds a touch of mystery and glamour.
 
         But some of the other remarks were less flattering. ‘He lived life to the full’ was probably the most euphemistic, penned, I suspect, by the Silver Fox or one of his team, in sharp contrast to others. ‘He was a notorious womaniser and bon viveur, frequently under the influence of drugs and alcohol, even while at work, and determined to push the boundaries of excess to the limit.’ Well, yes, but what are boundaries for? And are you jealous, or what?
 
         Another mentioned the succession of lawsuits from female employees claiming sexual harassment that plagued me at Grossbank. As if history will give a damn about whines from the little people who won’t even merit a footnote.
 
         Yet another described me as having a naturally addictive personality. Well, yes, I’m addicted to pleasure. Isn’t everyone? It’s just that some of us do something about it.
 
         I felt a strange detachment from the things I read, as if they were written about someone else, which, in a sense, they were. But the memorial service was different.
 
         The memorial service was held at St Lawrence Jewry, the official church of the Corporation of London. Three hundred people attended. Three hundred! If you want a packed church, die young. The whole of the City establishment was there, presumably because for one hour, starting at eleven o’clock that Thursday morning, it was the place to be and to be seen. The greatest irony was that, like almost everyone there, I was – and still am – an atheist, but that minor detail shouldn’t get in the way of a good show.
         
 
         The reality in twenty-first century Britain is that money is the one true god. We all defer to it, and I suppose people realised I had a lot of it, so deserved respect. They had no idea quite how much.
 
         Looking at photos of those who attended, the people I worked with for years, my friends, my comrades in arms, I felt … nothing. I recognised people whose fortunes I had made with my decisions in the annual bonus round, with a move to Hong Kong or New York, a promotion, the authorisation for a particularly risky trade. And there were others there whom I had destroyed with a signature on a piece of paper or a click of my mouse to send an email. Sometimes they were the same people, with only an alarmingly short time between the two moments. It rarely had much to do with talent or hard work, or even that most fickle of mistresses in the Square Mile, actual success. When you play in the high-stakes room in the casino, you don’t complain when you win, and you shouldn’t when you lose, however random, arbitrary and utterly unfair it all seems.
 
         And then there was my ‘family’, that is to say my ex-wife, Wendy, and Samantha, the daughter I never bothered to know, but for whom I cleaned out Hamleys and the toy department at Harrods on countless occasions. She’s almost seven now, and what amazes me most of all is my complete absence of curiosity about her. She’s a stranger and I see no reason to change that. Does that make me a monster? Or just a realist? All I see is another appalling Chelsea teenager in the making, yah-yahing her way along the King’s Road, wearing the same awful skinny jeans, Ugg boots and hoodie and spending her time building up to the amazing moment when Rupert or Rodney, a handsome but vacuous, well bred but inbred twenty-three-year-old estate agent, who served in the Guards or the Cavalry, will ask her to be his bride: ‘Daddy, I’ve got wonderful news! I’m engaged. Rodney asked me to marry him!’ Yippee, squeal, jump up and down, put the hand out for the wedding, the honeymoon, the starter apartment near Sloane Square, the little BMW to run around town in, and eventually the private room in the Lindo Wing at St Mary’s Paddington as the babies pop out and then the school fees fund, and the whole self-perpetuating charade grinds on. Why can’t I get excited about it the way other fathers do? They do, don’t they? They always say they do.
         
 
         I’ve learnt that Wendy has engaged some expensive probate lawyers to fight about my estate. She had a shock when she learnt about my will. Apparently, she doesn’t see the funny side of my leaving everything to the Battersea Dogs’ Home and thinks she should have it instead – for Samantha’s sake, of course.
 
         There was one heart-rending moment, just one, when I flicked open The Times and saw a photo of Two Livers, radiant in a black dress – it looked like silk, by Chanel – with a matching black wide-brimmed hat with a veil, being supported by the Silver Fox, sombrely dressed in a dark suit and tie, leaving the service, visibly distressed.
         
 
         I carried that image round in my head for months, imagining her tears. What must she have thought? Would there forever be a gap in her life? She’s still in her thirties, her whole life ahead of her, but can there ever be someone like me again? 
         
 
         Impossible. But it doesn’t stop me scrutinising the gossip columns and the announcement pages of the British press from afar, torturing myself that she’s decided to settle for second best and is about to announce her engagement to some unworthy, unrighteous moron who couldn’t possibly deserve her.
 
         Why do I miss her so much? Was it the sex? Well, that goes without saying. She was the only woman I ever met who knew without fail when to be a goddess – slow, languorous, divine in her sensuality – and when to be a porn star. She could do both, and did, but it wasn’t just that. There was something more. Was she my soulmate? Of course not. I don’t have a soul to mate with. But even so, it makes me think. She was the one woman who never bored me.
 
         With others, it could take as little as a few hours, sometimes minutes, before I was mentally yawning and checking out, sometimes literally looking over their shoulder to try to spot someone – anyone – more interesting. They say we can always forgive those who bore us, but never those whom we bore. I don’t know about that. If I was lucky it lasted weeks, even months, but that was rare. Even with my ex-wife. Especially with my ex-wife, which tells you just how ill-judged that relationship was. How many times was the sex just a form of displacement activity, a way of making time pass until I could do something more interesting, or at any rate lose myself someplace else, generally with chemical assistance? Probably most of the time. After the first thousand there’s really little new that any woman has to offer you. I know. I’m shallow. Profoundly shallow. Shallow all the way through and then some. And no doubt psychologically and emotionally inadequate. I think you have to be to make it in investment banking. Maybe self-awareness at least makes me honest. That would put a positive spin on it. But with Two Livers it really was different. With her I was the one who had to do the running to keep up. She made me raise my game, made me think and, in the end, made me better. Or, less bad.
         
 
         On reflection, being dead isn’t much fun at all. Even dead rich doesn’t help. This can’t go on. In the long run we’re all dust, so while we’re here we need to do things. Real things. Eventually hedonism becomes boring. We need to be stretched and tested. At least I do. All my life I’ve struggled – well, relatively – and now I’ve got the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, in fact a super-jum-bosized one, I see just how worthless it is. Not that I’d ever give it back. But I want other things more now. Things I haven’t got.
 
         I need a nest. Banal as it sounds, I realise it’s true. Or at least I think it is. Could I really settle down? Probably not for long. But with Two Livers there might be a chance.
 
         A memory comes to mind. It was a Saturday afternoon, a couple of years ago now, and I was spending a lazy day at Two Livers’ place in Mayfair. She had a giant-screen TV and I was flopped on a sofa watching a rugby international from Twickenham. England were kicking the arses of the Welsh. What happened next is as real today as it was when it happened, and I can still recall every detail.
 
         Two Livers comes in, wearing a skimpy tennis outfit.
 
         ‘How was your lesson?’ I ask.
 
         ‘Fab.’ She leans forward and kisses me. ‘I’m hot. I’m going to take a shower. Do you want a beer and a blow job first?’
 
         ‘Sure. Why not?’ 
         
 
         She disappears to the kitchen, where I hear the sound of a bottle top being removed, then comes back, hands me an ice-cold beer, kneels down, slips her top off and starts to unzip me.
 
         ‘Oh, and after the match I want to run through my thoughts on the Asia-Pac conference.’
 
         ‘The what … ?’ I look at her, puzzled.
 
         ‘The spring conference we’re organising with business leaders from across the region. You’re giving the keynote address. I’ve drafted your speech. You’re going to say some radical things. They won’t know what’s hit them.’
 
         ‘Radical? Oh … sure, great.’
 
         Maybe a similar sort of thing was happening in millions of rugby-watching households up and down the country.
 
         Then there was my birthday. I think it was the same year. We had dinner by ourselves at Restaurant Gordon Ramsay in Royal Hospital Road, Chelsea, still the best restaurant in London, and afterwards went to Mimi, off Berkeley Square, for a nightcap. Two Livers was wearing a vivid red ‘look at me’ cocktail dress by Zac Posen, with diamond cluster earrings by Graff, and predictably turned every head wherever we went. As did I, but only because they were all thinking, ‘Who is that guy and how come he won the lottery?’ That’s where we ‘bumped into’ Anne-Marie Chantalle, the stunning nearest thing the French have to an equivalent of Two Livers, but brunette, with smaller breasts than Two Livers’ perfect 34DDs and what the French call a ‘gamine’ air to her.
 
         She was sitting alone at the bar drinking a champagne cocktail, wearing an Emilio Pucci peasant-style lace-up top that she’d left invitingly open at the front to show she was bra-less underneath, with tight knee-length leather boots and bare, tanned legs that were begging me to run my hand up them to discover whether she’d dispensed with underwear altogether for the evening. Anne-Marie runs a small investment banking boutique in Paris, and I’d wanted to hire her – and much more – for years.
         
 
         There were squeals of ‘surprise’ from the two ladies, kisses on each cheek, more cocktails, then it was back to my apartment. I was in the kitchen opening another bottle – or was I scoring another sneaky line? – either way, when I came back into the living room the ladies were gone. I could hear them in the bedroom and quietly opened the door. They were naked, save for their jewellery – always a nice touch – and making out on my mega double bed. They looked up. Anne-Marie spoke first.
 
         ‘The birthday boy. Come on, Dave. Déshabille-toi.’
         
 
         What followed was one of the all-time great experiences of my life. So good, in fact, that I regretted the drink and the drugs, because I wanted to feel every second of it and imprint it on my memory forever. When they had finished with each other, they went to work on me. Together. But it was my birthday, and I suppose that Two Livers had simply organised the kind of treat that every girl does for her man on his birthday.
 
         It was a memorable day. And if I have a chance of getting her back, it has to be worth a shot.
 
         
             

         
 
         RETURNING FROM the dead is never straightforward.
 
         I’m in, of all places, an opium den, when I realise how I’m going to do it. Or maybe it’s because I’m there that I finally achieve clarity. Or something. Whatever it is, everything suddenly becomes clear.
 
         I’m lying on a pile of silk cushions, smiling half-wittedly at a beautiful Indonesian girl who is kneeling at my feet, her long hair tumbling down over her bare breasts, preparing me another pipe.
         
 
         She has amazingly detailed, elaborate tattoos over most of her back and arms, and I find them utterly tantalising. I’m not normally an admirer of tattoos, especially on women. And I particularly despise the tasteless, vulgar slag tags and tramp stamps that British women go in for – some idiotic phrase in Sanskrit or ancient Greek, or some other language their under-educated brains wouldn’t understand – located at the base of their back to remind you they’re slappers when you’re humping them from behind. Or worse still the twee ‘discreet’ little pictures that teenagers have somewhere on their bodies – flowers, dolphins or butterflies – normally hidden by clothing, so they can all show just how identically individual and daring and mysterious and sexy every single one of them is – in exactly the same way.
 
         This is different. This really is extraordinary. One could spend days exploring her body. Her skin is a work of art, and I could lose myself in it.
 
         I inhale deeply from the fresh pipe that she hands me. The feeling of relaxation is total. Nothing matters any more. It isn’t that I’ve forgotten everything; on the contrary, I can see it all perfectly clearly and I realise that none of it matters. Except perhaps one thing. The one thing I never conquered. Everything else I had, generally more than once, both good and bad. And it was all irrelevant compared to the one thing I never achieved. Happiness in love.
 
         Christ, this stuff is good. I had to try it because it was on my list and I’d never done it before. I’ve now tried it three times, and this is definitely the last, because it’s so good I’d happily surrender to it. You really don’t need to try this stuff. Trust me, I’ve done it for you.
         
 
         The girl moves her hand to my crotch.
 
         ‘Would you like me to make you comfortable?’
 
         ‘No. But thank you. You’re very kind.’ I decline as politely as I can, and just in case she’s offended, or might be missing out on a money-making opportunity, I reach into my pocket and pass her an enormous wad of notes.
 
         I’ve been on a kind of circuit: an international pleasure circuit. My money is stashed in thirty or more banks around the world: small private banks in Russia and Central Asia; discreet wealth managers from Monaco to Macao; commercial banks in places most people have never heard of, like Nauru, that well-known global financial centre located on a tiny island in the Pacific, where even today few questions are asked if the numbers are large enough.
 
         And I’ve been moving from place to place, sometimes in private jets, sometimes by luxury yacht, rarely coming into contact with the great unwashed whose money was needed to finance all this.
 
         There are hundreds of people like me, doing the circuit. Occasionally we glimpse each other, arriving and leaving from private islands, boarding helicopters or landing from inflatables on remote coral atolls. A few I recognise, most I don’t. Drug lords, Mafiosi, retired politicians and, of course, businessmen and ‘failed’ bankers. Even the occasional rock star whose albums I used to buy. People who made money that they would rather not see exposed to the police or the taxman, a whole class of super-rich ‘disappeared’ people, a number of them, like me, long since officially declared dead, but all of them using up time, wandering aimlessly and pleasurably, and waiting to die.
         
 
         Well, not me. Not any more. The great thing about opium is the way it shifts the gears in your brain. Obstacles, baggage and general clutter disappear before its easily smoothing logic.
 
         So now I know what I have to do.
 
         
             

         
 
         BANG BANG Lee is surprised to get my call.
 
         ‘Dave, is that you? No. Not Dave. You sounded like someone else. Let me think. Is it … ?’
 
         He’s forgotten. How could he? He’s forgotten my chosen alias.
 
         ‘It’s Freddie, Bang Bang. Your old friend, Fred the Bed. Do you remember me?’
 
         ‘Of course, Freddie. You just sounded like someone else. But I thought …’
 
         ‘You thought I’d decided to retire. Well, I had a change of heart. Now Freddie’s going to retire instead. Permanently. And I heard that Dave’s coming back. Think of him as the Comeback Kid. And he tells me he’s going to need some help from you and Rom, and some of your friends.’
 
         There’s a long pause at the other end of the line. He owes me big time, and deep down he is a man of honour. At least a kind of honour. But our deal is over, finished, and he never expected to hear from me again. In fact that was my side of the bargain. I imagine the cogs in his head whirring. He’s probably wondering whether it would be easier to make me disappear permanently, only to do it for real this time. On the other hand, the last time we worked together it was hardly boring. I need to dangle some bait.
 
         ‘Bang Bang, we have unfinished business.’
 
         ‘What do you mean?’ 
         
 
         ‘I mean what we left on the table. We came away too soon. We never played the second-half.’
 
         ‘The second-half?’
 
         ‘Well … it’s not exactly half. It’s more than half.’
 
         ‘Da— I mean Freddie – are you saying that we could have made more than we already did? That there’s still more profit to take?’
 
         ‘That’s exactly what I’m saying. I’ve had time to reflect and it’s all clear to me now. We were fools.’ Fools who made billions. He’s probably thinking that kind of foolishness is perfectly acceptable.
 
         Silence. I wonder if we’ve been cut off. ‘Bang Bang – are you there?’
 
         ‘I’m here. When you see Dave, tell him he has my full attention.’
 
         
             

         
 
         THE THING about people like Bang Bang and Rom is they can make things happen. Like the giant Russian Antonov aircraft that only just fits on the runway of the tiny Indonesian island where I’ve been put ashore.
 
         Nothing this size has ever landed here before. It’s a long-range cargo version, but its only cargo is an elaborate oversized caravan that’s been driven into the hold of the aircraft, the sort movie stars live in on location, and which redefines luxury and excess, full of leather and fur and gilt and general vulgarity. It’s for me and it’s full of champagne, caviar and blondes. Well, and a few brunettes. And a couple of Asian girls – as if I haven’t had enough – and a truly stunning black girl, who could be the first course of my in-flight entertainment. Even the president of the United States doesn’t get this on Air Force One. As far as I know. I’m sure if he did, we’d have heard about it. 
         
 
         The only detail missing is Alessandro and the team from Duke’s to pour the martinis. That would have been the perfect touch, with a bar set up in the hold of the aircraft. But I can’t have everything – not yet. Anyway, it’s going to fly me halfway round the world, and I climb aboard with a spring in my step. I’m coming home.
 
         
             

         
 
         I THINK the girls must have been acting under instructions, because after a couple of hours I find myself yawning, glance suspiciously at the half-filled glass of champagne beside me, which doesn’t taste quite right, and drift off to sleep. They don’t wake me until we’re about an hour out from our destination, a disused military airfield in Kazakhstan. I’ve got a very important meeting with my business partners, and then I’m going to have a video conference with the Silver Fox, though he doesn’t know it yet.
 
         For the size of aircraft, the landing is surprisingly smooth. Whoever the pilots are, they really know their stuff. We land and I say goodbye to the girls and walk down a huge ramp at the rear of the aircraft that opens to let in the scorching, dry heat of summer on the Kazakh steppe.
 
         I’m wearing Bermuda shorts and a floral Hawaiian shirt that I picked up somewhere on my travels, and as I see the welcoming committee lined up before me, I suddenly feel underdressed.
 
         On one side of the ramp, Bang Bang Lee is standing with a line of extras from Kill Bill, all in their identical dark Armani suits with black ties and Ray-Bans.
         
 
         On the other side, Rom Romanov is visibly suffering in the heat, huge and impassive, his unnaturally dark hair looking even more slicked back than usual. He’s wearing a crumpled sweat-stained grey suit whose tailor would no longer recognise it, his pale skin gleaming with a sheen of perspiration. Alongside him, his even huger bodyguards appear to be suffering more than their boss. I wonder if they were all flown out here in deep freeze units and have been awakened specially for me.
         
 
         And then there are the others, the ones I never met first time round. There are South American types, Middle Easterners, Indians, more Chinese and, of course, Italians – easily the best dressed – plus a few I can’t place. They look as if they really shouldn’t all be together in one place and, if they are, then at least they shouldn’t be seen out in the open. Somewhere up there a satellite is wondering what on earth is happening.
 
         I count nine private jets – in my banking days we called them smokers – lined up along the tarmac. No one else is in sight. No airport workers, ground staff, flight crews, just a long empty runway, hangars and a control tower, and us. Exclusive? It’s beyond platinum class.
 
         Bang Bang steps forward, takes off his sunglasses and stretches his arms wide to embrace me.
 
         ‘Dave. It’s been a long time. But you’re looking good. Very good. Being dead obviously suited you.’
 
         I smile and squeeze him tightly. ‘Me being alive is going to suit us all much better, believe me.’
 
         
             

         
 
         INVESTMENT BANKERS are used to being persuasive. Being persuasive is actually our principal professional skill. Forget numbers. Juniors can do numbers, and juniors are a commodity that you can buy by the yard. Persuasiveness, on the other hand, generally has to be bespoke; you cannot commoditise it, and it requires wisdom, judgement and experience. Yeah, right. What I’m saying is that we’re ace bullshitters. It’s what we do.
         
 
         So sitting at the head of a makeshift table in an aircraft hangar, staring at a bunch of sceptical faces owned by some of the world’s most successful – and therefore ruthless – criminals, without even the benefit of some Powerpoint bullshit to hide behind, doesn’t faze me at all. In fact, I love it so much I can feel something starting to run through my veins that hasn’t been there for a while – something that doesn’t come in tablet form, powder or a syringe.
 
         ‘Gentlemen – we left the table too soon. We made out like bandits,’ I glance quickly around the table, ‘if you’ll forgive the term, when markets fell and we were short. Governments reacted as we thought they would, panicking, unable to respond in Wall Street time rather than Whitehall time. Or, even worse, Brussels and Washington time. And what they did do was too late and only fed the beast they were trying to tame. We cleaned up. It was wonderful.’
 
         At this point I’m touched when Rom starts clapping. It’s a little slow, as if he only manages it with a huge effort, and for a moment I think he’s taking the piss, but the others join in and clearly they are showing their appreciation.
 
         ‘Thank you.’ I nod gratefully. Always a good sign when your audience clap before the end. ‘But we chose that moment to close our positions, taking our profits and walking away.’
 
         ‘No one ever lost money taking a profit.’
 
         It’s Carlos, a Venezuelan who I think bankrolls terrorists. Or maybe he’s the white slaver. Whatever. They were all introduced in one go and I’ve never been a great one for detail. 
         
 
         ‘Absolutely right.’ I nod my strong agreement. ‘But we should have played the bounce. Not just closed the short, but bought the market and watched it go up as it recovered.’
 
         ‘But it didn’t recover.’ Carlos is clearly a market expert.
 
         ‘Correct again. Because we didn’t make it recover. It was ready. It was oversold. But everyone was sitting on their hands, scared shitless. We were the only ones in the know and we could have made the running. We could have called the market and made it happen. We could have been the market. If you have enough size on your side, weight of money alone will make you a winner. We had it and we could have used it, but we didn’t. We banked our profits and thought we’d done well. A few tens of billions between us. It was probably the stupidest thing we ever did. Gentlemen, we could have had more … an awful lot more.’
 
         They’re looking thoughtful now. Amazing. These gangsters made vast fortunes but still it wasn’t enough. Worse than bankers.
 
         ‘And we still could. There’s still an opportunity. Markets are volatile, fragile, out of control. Governments are almost all in deficit, but some of them are cutting spending and scaring everyone that they’ll push the world into recession. While they’re doing that, others are printing money and pumping it into the economy in an attempt to get things going again – but risking their currencies and running up debts their grandchildren will still be paying. And everyone hates the banks. Bastards. Just because we were greedy, overpaid parasites who were running out of control. We had the party, but everyone else had the hangover. And now the politicians all want to go banker-bashing and the regulators are licking their lips and planning how to carve up the banks. I never did like regulators – little mean guys with no charisma who never got paid properly.’ I shrug and look helplessly at Carlos. ‘It’s a nightmare.’
         
 
         ‘But where does our profit come from?’
 
         ‘Oh, the profit? That’s easy.’ I scan the faces around the table. ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ None of them wants to speak. They may have some thoughts, but none of them wants to look stupid in front of the others.
 
         ‘I go back. I return from the dead. I set up a fund to trade the markets again – a comeback fund, a salvation fund. Very high profile, because the best place to hide wrongdoing in the markets is in plain sight. And do it large. This will be a fund that backs the recovery, and more than that: creates the recovery. And when this fund puts on positions, guess what? A whole bunch of other guys place the same bets. Think weight of money. We’ll be like a sumo wrestler playing with six-stone weaklings. Our bets will be so successful that, after a while, everyone will follow us. Just making a bet will mean it’s a success as soon as people know about it. In the old days this was called market manipulation, but that was only if you got caught. And we won’t get caught, because we’ll have our own firm. We’ll buy one. A small one, but very high calibre. And we’ll only employ totally trustworthy people. Our own people. Everyone here can nominate someone. We won’t need many because the settlement and back office side are automated; all we need is someone to take the decisions on the trades that we’ll make, and that’ll be me. Our target will be to double our money in six months. We’ll start with, say, ten billion or so and take it from there. I suggest we stop when we hit fifty, but we can decide that later.’ I relax and sit down, a modest smile on my face. ‘So … who wants to play?’
         
 
         I do have a moment of nervousness as the silence stretches out for one, two, almost three seconds before the magic kicks in. First one, then another, then all of them start nodding. One or two are actually rubbing their chins, licking their lips, taking cautious sips of water from the glasses in front of them. I’ve got them. I love these moments. But there’s one final detail – an important one if I’m ever to have a chance of winning Two Livers.
 
         ‘One final point …I begin.
 
         ‘What’s that?’ It’s Bang Bang, and he knows me well enough to see that a key moment is coming. ‘Are you going to talk to us about the way the profit is split?’
 
         Every eye is on me. They think I’m making a big play for more of the upside. They’re wrong. It’s worse than that.
 
         ‘No. That stays the same.’ They all relax, a few of them even smile. ‘I want something much more important than that.’
 
         ‘What’s more important than money?’ It’s Carlos, unable to resist taking the floor again. Fucking tango dancer.
 
         I look around the table, staring at each of them in turn. ‘When this is over and we’ve all made billions more than we ever dreamt possible, you have to give me your word about one thing.’
 
         You can hear the proverbial pin drop in the hangar.
 
         ‘All of you – and your people, your organisations, your cartels, everyone you control … Now they’re straining on my every word. The tension is killing them.
 
         ‘All of you will promise never to do anything bad again. Ever.’ 
         
 
         ‘WHAT?’ It’s Rom, but he could be speaking for all of them. ‘Are you crazy? Are you joking?’
 
         Carlos intervenes, half apologetic. ‘Dave, we aren’t going to stop doing … let’s say, our normal business. It’s what we do. It’s how we put meat on the table.’
         
 
         I stare at him evenly, trying not to be provocative, trying to hide whatever I might really think of him.
 
         ‘Carlos, this is different. This time we’re all going to make so much money that we’ll actually stand to make more and do better and have more fun by going straight once it is over. Think billions, Carlos. Billions and billions. ’
 
         ‘But we’re bad people. That’s who we are. It’s what we do. We’re like bankers, only criminals. Look what you guys did. Far worse than us. No one ever asked you to stop being bankers. No prison. They even kept on paying you.’
 
         I shrug sympathetically. ‘I know. But bankers are different. And after this, everything will be transformed – for all of us. And I am serious. Is everyone on board?’
 
         
             

         
 
         RUNNING A video conference from the middle of the Kazakh steppe requires some serious equipment. Luckily, that’s exactly what we have. A team of technicians have set up something that looks like a TV studio in one of the hangars. I’m sitting at a desk, looking almost like a newsreader, waiting to be connected to the offices of Ball Taittinger in London. The Silver Fox thinks he’s got a new business call with a client from the Far East. In a sense, he has.
 
         When he comes into the room I’ve set the screen so that I can see what’s happening at his end, but he can’t yet see me. He looks remarkably unchanged, in a snappy Savile Row suit, pale pink Hermès tie and with his silver-grey hair swept back off his perma-tanned face. For a man in his sixties, he’s handsome, dashing and sophisticated – the kind of operator you’d expect to run the best public relations firm in the business.
         
 
         ‘You’re looking good.’
 
         He stares at the screen, gets only a screensaver rather than a face and looks to his left, presumably at the technician running the conference at his end.
 
         ‘I’m sorry, who is this?’
 
         I flick a switch and savour the impact. It takes a second, as he switches back to the screen, and then zooms in on my face.
 
         ‘Is … this … a joke? Or a recording? What’s going on?’
 
         I chuckle in response to his remark and he almost leaps out of his chair. It’s the first and only time I can ever recall him totally flummoxed. I have to put him out of his misery.
 
         ‘Neither. It’s me. I’m here. I’m alive and I’m well. And I’m coming back. To do that I’m going to need to hire a good PR firm. The best. I don’t care what they charge me, but they have to be good. Because I’m coming back from the dead. Let’s talk about your firm’s credentials. How many people have you brought back from the dead?’
 
         Even the smartest pro in the business takes a little while to get over that one. But to give him full credit, once he’s heard my amazing story – the way I was fished out of the Thames by a passing barge, resuscitated, and then stayed on board, recovering, until they reached the Channel, where I transferred to a cargo ship and decided just to disappear – he rolls remarkably fast with the punches. In no time at all he’s suggesting ways I can emphasise certain aspects of my ‘time away’, as he calls it, like the months I spent in a Tibetan monastery, meditating and reflecting on life’s values, the charitable work I did in Chinese orphanages and, of course, the time devoted to prayer. Oh, and he also says how pleased he is to have me back. And you know what? I think he actually means it.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         IT’S AMAZING how much you can get done, even from the Kazakh steppe, when you have unlimited money and some of the best people in the world working for you. I’m a fortnight into my stay here and already I have a credible alibi for where I’ve been and what happened after Blackfriars Bridge. Around the world more than fifty financial institutions have quietly started accumulating positions in companies that might turn out to have a more interesting future ahead of them than they realise right now. Because you never know what the future might hold.
 
         In London, a hotshot investment banker called Laura MacKay is surrounded by an invisible aura. Invisible and protective. She’s done fantastically well in the crisis, keeping Grossbank afloat, holding it together without selling out to either the British or German governments, but working the kind of hours that would kill a mere mortal and having very little time to play. As her reward, they’ve made her chairman. My old job. It couldn’t be in better hands, though I guess it’s been a killer.
 
         Which is not to say she’s been totally idle. At one time she was dating a well-known Indian millionaire playboy, but just in the last couple of days his family have called him home to Mumbai to marry the daughter of another wealthy Indian dynasty. Apparently, they’ve signed a mega deal with a brand-new but very influential Asian industrial conglomerate that came out of nowhere, and the other side specified that he had to come home, settle down and take the reins.
         
 
         Miss MacKay was also seen out a couple of times with a Chelsea footballer, but just in the last week he’s been sold for a record price to a team in Tajikistan that no one’s ever heard of, but which a local oligarch has apparently decided to turn into a Champions’ League side.
 
         And she was photographed in a celebrity magazine with an up-and-coming actor, a good-looking guy with pecs and shoulders and a hero’s jaw. But he’s just landed a breakthrough role in a major feature film that had a financing package come through unexpectedly from some Latin American business tycoon. He starts shooting next week in Patagonia – for six months.
 
         So she’s all alone, but around her wheels are in motion, and although she doesn’t know it, she’s never really alone. An invisible cordon surrounds her, electronically, digitally and, at a discreet distance, physically, all of the time. No one can mug her, no one can molest her, no burglar will get near her home. Even the secret service couldn’t provide better protection. All they can do is arrest the bad guys. The people watching Two Livers are the bad guys. Fuck with them and they’ll put two bullets in the back of your head – and they don’t need to trouble anyone with questions. She’s safe, looked after on my behalf until I return home, and I need to get cracking.
         
 
         Before the world can know I’m still around, she has to. I don’t want to speak to her on the telephone – I need to see her face. I don’t want to con her into a video conference. However good the technology, I need to feel her reaction, sense it, live it, in a way that only works if you are physically there alongside her. Sneaking into the country is a high-risk move, but luckily I have powerful friends in low places.
         
 
         So on a dull, overcast Saturday morning I find myself standing outside a coffee shop on Oxford Street, furtively looking at a reflection in the window from the other side of the road. It’s her. She’s wearing a Vivienne Westwood blazer and, what I guess, are J Brand jeans. She has a Tod’s handbag casually slung over her shoulder and large sunglasses that I like but can’t place. She’s walking fast, her pace confident, and has a ‘don’t fuck with me’ look on her face that discourages admiring glances from the men she passes in the street.
         
 
         I’ve been following her for nearly twenty minutes, having picked her up outside her home, a large Mayfair townhouse that she must have bought since getting the top job at Grossbank. I’m wearing a donkey jacket and jeans, dark glasses, a blue baseball cap with its peak pulled down at the front, and I haven’t shaved for a week. It’s my idea of a disguise, but it seemed better as an idea than it looks in practice. In the movies the guys on the surveillance team never stand out, even when they lurk in doorways or hang around on street corners. In real life I feel like I’ve got a flashing light on my head and a klaxon going off just in case she doesn’t notice me.
 
         She turns off Oxford Street, crosses Wigmore Street and heads up Harley Street. It’s long and open, largely residential or offices, mostly occupied by expensive medical practices. I cross to the other side of the road and observe her as we walk almost the full length of the street, until she stops and pauses at a large front door, goes up the steps and rings the bell. After a moment the door opens and she goes inside. Then I realise where she is. It’s the Foetal Medicine Centre. I came here with Wendy when she was expecting Samantha. And on another occasion early on in my marriage, much more discreetly, with someone else. That didn’t have a happy ending.
         
 
         Two Livers must be pregnant. How did it happen? Well, I can guess how it happened. But when? And with whom? She was supposed to be under proper surveillance. Does this mean she’s in love? She’d never be pregnant by accident. I have a sick feeling in my stomach and suddenly start questioning everything. There must be someone else. Someone I don’t know about.
         
 
         Which is when she suddenly reappears and heads across the street directly towards me. I pretend to look at my watch, turn round to glance at a street sign, then catch my breath as I hear her footsteps behind me.
 
         ‘I thought you were supposed to be dead?’
 
         That voice. Deep, husky, unhurried. One of the sexiest voices I can recall. I turn to face her, feeling like a schoolboy caught with his fingers in the biscuit tin. Before I can reply, she continues.
 
         ‘I never believed it. There were moments, like the memorial service, when I missed you more than you can ever believe. But I always knew you were too selfish to kill yourself. There had to be a plan. It had to be another of your schemes.’ She’s shaking her head, looking down at the pavement, sad and for a moment, lost. ‘You’re too arrogant to believe the world could ever do without you.’
 
         I take my sunglasses off and stare at her, willing her to do the same so that our eyes can meet. Windows on the soul. I need to see what she’s truly feeling.
 
         ‘When did you spot me?’ 
         
 
         She shakes her head again, despairing. ‘Don’t apply for MI6.’
 
         ‘Was I that bad?’
 
         ‘Worse.’ For a moment I think she’s going to laugh, her deep, throaty, loving-life, ‘come to bed’ laugh that I’ve ached to hear. But she doesn’t. And the sunglasses stay on.
 
         ‘I came back … for you. I missed you too much. It was all so empty without you.’
 
         ‘Sure you did, Dave. If you missed me at all, it was because you didn’t have me anymore. If you’d really cared, I’d have been part of the plan and gone with you. I would have, you know.’
 
         My gut is twisting with guilt, anguish, desperate frustration and a dozen other feelings that make me feel as if I’m going to explode.
 
         ‘Is there … a chance?’
 
         ‘I don’t know.’
 
         I step forward, wanting to embrace her, but she raises a hand to keep me away.
 
         ‘First you have to come back from the dead. How are you going to do that?’
 
         ‘I’ve got a plan.’
 
         Now she does laugh, but it’s a short, dismissive, angry laugh. ‘I bet you have. You always have a plan. You’ll find some changes.’
 
         ‘What sort of changes?’
 
         ‘The City is different. The little people are in charge now – the regulators, the risk managers, the bean counters. They’re having their moment in the sun.’
 
         ‘And Grossbank?’
 
         ‘I run the bank now.’
 
         That much I knew. 
         
 
         She sighs. ‘And it’s bigger.’
 
         It is. She’s acquired some of the bank’s smaller competitors in Germany and elsewhere, using Grossbank’s muscle to take advantage of hard times for the small fry.
 
         ‘You’ve done a great job hoovering up the little guys, growing the firm. Everything I hear is good.’
 
         ‘The little guys were like a bunch of drunks propping each other up in a bar. It was easy. And besides, I had a good teacher.’
 
         ‘If you mean me, I love to be praised, but I think you did the teaching – to me. You and Paul.’
 
         ‘Who?’
 
         ‘You know who. Paul Ryan – what happened to him?’ Paul would have expected to become co-head alongside her. He was head of Markets whereas she ran Corporates – together the two most powerful people in the firm after me. Paul turned on me at the end, smelling the chance to grab the reins for himself.
 
         ‘Dead.’
 
         ‘Dead?’
 
         ‘Not literally. I fired him. You can’t have more than one queen bee in a hive. That much I did learn from you.’
 
         ‘How did you fire him? He must have put up a fight.’ She nods. ‘Took me almost a week.’ ‘Good. Serves him right. Wanker.’ Two Livers offers no further comment. Enough said.
 
         This woman is impressive. Chairman and saviour of one of the biggest banks in the world and not yet forty, a rock star performance that dwarfs anything I ever did.
 
         I nod towards the doorway across the street. ‘Just now … were you … ?’
 
         Finally, she throws her head back and gives a rich and throaty laugh. I want to hug her, but I hold back.
         
 
         ‘I thought that would scare the shit out of you,’ she says.
 
         ‘So, you’re not …’ I gesture towards her stomach.
 
         ‘Not as far as I know. And I think I would know.’
 
         Phew. I hope I don’t show it, but the relief is overwhelming. She laughs again, tossing her head back with a characteristic gesture that I’ve dreamt about for months. She can read me like a book.
 
         ‘Can I see you again?’
 
         ‘Sure. I’m on CNBC and Bloomberg TV most weeks.’
 
         ‘I mean … see you.’
         
 
         There’s a moment of sickening silence. Women never forgive. I left her. There’s no escaping the fact. The tension hangs in the air as she removes her sunglasses, and I’m hugely, massively, overwhelmingly relieved to see tears in her eyes. Tears of happiness, or just tears?
 
         ‘Maybe. I’ll think about it. Come back from the dead first.’
 
         
             

         
 
         I’VE MADE some grand entrances before, but there’s something about dead people showing up that grabs the attention of the media in a particularly intense way. The first reporters are actually on the Air Astana flight from Almaty, having been prepped by the Silver Fox, and I give them ‘exclusives’ on the basis that they’ve already had a lot of advance briefing in London and are going to be friendly. Heathrow, by contrast, is a media scrum, with hundreds of photographers, cameramen and reporters shouting questions at me while I smile and give a friendly wave on my way to the press conference.
 
         When we get to the actual briefing room, a huge, characterless auditorium filled with rows of cheap plastic  chairs, it is packed, standing room only. The Silver Fox has dispensed with the usual desk covered with microphones, to hide behind, and opted instead for a simple canvas director’s chair, where I sit alone and face the world. There are no Powerpoints on the wall behind me, no slides or photographs, nothing that smacks of preparation or slick presentation. I’m dressed in a neutral pale grey suit from a tailor in Almaty, neither sharp nor conservative, a collarless white cotton shirt unbuttoned at the top and grey canvas slip-on shoes with no socks. My hair is cut short. Nothing pretentious, nothing investment-banker-like, just simplicity, modesty – the kind of authenticity that comes from discovering who you are and being in touch with yourself and your inner values. And having a good PR adviser.
         
 
         The Silver Fox stands at the front with a hand-held mic and addresses the crowd, some two hundred strong.
 
         ‘Ladies and gentlemen, Mr Hart has just got off a long flight from Kazakhstan, and so this press conference will be kept short. You all have the press release and the detailed background notes, embargoed until the end of today’s session. Mr Hart will be available over the coming days to speak to many of you individually, but for today he is simply going to make a short statement about his plans for the future.’
 
         This is smart. The tedious stuff about the Tibetan monastery and the Chinese orphanage, where I might have been tripped up on the detail, are dealt with in the handouts. In real life, Bang Bang has made some real monks and a real orphanage extremely happy – and extremely well briefed – in case some enterprising reporters go there to get the inside story.
 
          
         There’s a predictable hubbub, but he calms them down and passes the mic to me.
 
         ‘Thank you. A lot of us wonder what will be said about us after our deaths. Only a few of us get to find out.’ That gets a laugh. ‘I know many of you will be wondering what happened to me these past months, where I’ve been and how is it that I suddenly appeared after so long, when many people thought I was dead. In fact, when everyone thought I was dead. At times even I thought I was dead.’ Another laugh. A self-deprecating smile in response. ‘I’ll tell the full story in due course. What I want to focus on is not what happened to me. That’s personal and, in the long run, irrelevant. I want to look at the big picture, at what happened to all of us.’
 
         Like all investment bankers I’m much happier dealing with the big picture. Detail is dangerous. Detail trips you up. Detail is a four-letter word.
 
         ‘I also want to talk about responsibility. When I jumped off Blackfriars Bridge I wanted to take responsibility – and face the consequences – for failure. I had failed. We all had failed in the financial community. I felt it was right that I should pay the price for what had happened, at least in so far as it affected my firm and the people, the livelihoods, that depended on me. I had done my best in impossible and unprecedented circumstances, and it wasn’t enough. So I decided to take my own life. And I fully intended to do so. But fate intervened.’
 
         ‘Many of you have heard already about the extraordinary circumstances that occurred on the night I jumped from the bridge. I was rescued from the water that I thought would be my last resting place. I believed it was game over. Instead, I was taken on a journey that would change my life. A journey that has taken me across the world and from which I have returned a changed man. A man who no longer thinks of himself, who has learnt values of a different kind from the ones he used to live by. And a man with the courage to return and attempt to rebuild, to repair the damage done by the old ways, to make good the harm he and others like him have caused.’
         
 
         They are scribbling away, but still someone shouts out from the crowd, apparently breaking the convention of first identifying themselves. ‘What does that mean, Mr Hart? What are you actually going to do?’
 
         The guy’s a plant, organised by the Silver Fox, because I don’t have time to waste on drivel about my ‘journey’ and finding my inner self. I want tomorrow’s story to be the super fund that’s going to turn the world economy around.
 
         ‘What am I going to do? I’m going to raise a fund – I call it the Salvation Fund – that will mobilise capital on a scale never previously attempted, and invest to undo the damage caused by the crash. It will be huge and, if I succeed as I intend, it will have a profound impact on all of our lives.’ Most especially mine. Oh, and along the way I’ll become a saint and get the girl, but we needn’t go into that now.
 
         A forest of hands go up and I look to see who the Silver Fox is looking at.
 
         ‘Yes?’ I meet the glance of a grey-haired reporter in the front row, a face I think I remember from television.
 
         ‘Mark Foster, BBC Financial Insight – Mr Hart, what kind of fund do you have in mind? How big will it be? And what will it do?’
         
 
         I pause, as if I have to reflect on my answer, giving due weight and gravitas to his question.
 
         ‘I’m going to do something that I don’t think has ever been done before. I’m going to raise a private fund that will invest specifically in order to support global economic growth and prosperity. In the past, investing institutions didn’t care where their money went, just as long as the returns were good. The hedge fund community was particularly notorious. They could sell a company’s shares and bring it to its knees, or they could boost its stock price and send it through the roof – they didn’t care. All they wanted was returns. I’m going to be different. I’m going to produce returns, of course – but I’ll be doing it in a way that helps to turn the global economy around, taking risks to support the businesses that will help us grow our way out of trouble. And without being immodest, I don’t think anyone understands the financial markets the way I do.’
         
 
         I check with the Silver Fox and nod to a woman in the second row.
 
         ‘Melanie Crowther, Evening Post. Mr Hart, how do you know you’ll be able to raise a fund like this? These are hard times and money is in short supply. And you’ve just come back after, let’s just say, a period of absence. What if you can’t find people to back you?’
         
 
         ‘Melanie, one thing I’ve come to believe is that if you do the right thing, you’ll get the backing you need. I’m confident I can present a proposition for investors so compelling that they’ll be queuing out the door. I anticipate raising ten billion dollars – minimum. For the first closing. Probably more later.’
 
         More laughter, and a few shaking heads. The more financially astute think I’ve lost it. Too much time in the sun or doing yoga with monks. They wouldn’t doubt me if they knew who was really waiting in the wings. 
         
 
         ‘One more question?’
 
         They all go mad. They want to ask about my personal journey rather than the stuff that might make the finance pages. I follow the Silver Fox’s eye and nod to a young woman reporter standing at the back.
 
         ‘Jill Fairfax, Finance Magazine. Mr Hart, how will you judge whether your fund is successful?’
         
 
         Another respectful pause. ‘I’ll double it. In a year, maybe less. Maybe six months. And I’ll do it by backing winners, not by preying on the weak and the suffering. I’ll do it by investing for good.’
 
         The Silver Fox is on his feet, thanking them, pointing them towards more piles of handouts and ushering me out of the room. Tomorrow’s headlines should start the ball rolling. Tomorrow is Day One. That gives me a hundred and eighty more, give or take, to make a fortune and save the world.
 
         
             

         
 
         I HEAD towards the Ritz, where I’ve taken a suite on a long-term arrangement. The Ritz is classic, rather than trendy – it still has an irritating dress code – and it certainly isn’t cheap, which helps to keep out the riff-raff. On the other hand, they really understand service, which is important for me because I don’t want to do anything even vaguely domestic – ever. Plus they’re conveniently located on Piccadilly in the heart of hedge fund world, and just around the corner from Duke’s. When I get there they already know who I am, greet me by name and make me feel like I’m a long-lost member of the family who’s just come home – the prodigal Mr Hart.
 
         My possessions were all packed up and placed in storage while my ex-wife disputed the terms of my will. The Silver Fox asks if I want him to arrange to get them out of storage. But why would I? In order to have belongings you need to belong. I don’t belong anywhere.
         
 
         More alarmingly, he’s also dealing with the police. It seems they want to interview me, and not just because they’re star-fuckers. He threatens them with a thousand kinds of hellfire and they back off, at least for now. As if I didn’t have the right to try to take my own life. It’s their fault if they wasted time investigating it. The good thing about having the Silver Fox speaking on your behalf is that he’s the man who advised the commissioner of the Metropolitan Police on that little personal matter that none of us needs to know about.
 
         Britain has changed since I went away. There’s a coalition government. Whoever would have thought it? Liberal Democrats used to be able to indulge in free-thinking about impossible policies the proper parties wouldn’t go near. Now they have responsibility, accountability, the pressures of office. Worse still, they’re in power as the junior partners of a bunch of young, desperately inexperienced Old Etonian Conservatives, who believe in nothing except being very tough about whatever it is they don’t believe in.
 
         So the country has been plunged into a regime of austerity, cuts, general discomfort and, of course, banker bashing – we caused it all, after all, with our unbridled greed. Unbridled? Naturally – anyone who had a chance of making what we could as quickly as we could would have been daft not to go for it. Fucking hypocrites. It had nothing to do with the regulators, who were asleep at the wheel and saw nothing, knew nothing, and even if they had wouldn’t have had a clue what to do about it. And it certainly wasn’t the politicians’ fault. They really were ignorant. Still are, in fact, except for a few new sound bites in the briefing pack from Central Office. Ignorance didn’t stop them cosying up to the City when they thought that was where the money was, holding their hands out for contributions to the party and dangling knighthoods and ermine in front of the people who controlled the purse strings. And nor will it stop them in the future. Memories are short and it won’t take long to get back to normal.
         
 
         The challenge for me will be to distinguish myself from the rest of the City. Although, that shouldn’t be too difficult. I’ve spent most of my career doing it, after all.
 
         
             

         
 
         TO DO what I plan to do, I need to hire a law firm. Not just any law firm. The sheer scale of the undertaking, simultaneously in markets across the globe, is going to stretch the resources of any firm. So I’m not only hiring the best, I’m hiring the biggest.
 
         DLR Strummer is the biggest law firm in the world. They’re so big you could fill a small stadium with their lawyers. They’re the legal equivalent of Star Trek’s Borg: relentless, virtually indestructible, and they’re almost everywhere on the planet. It may be that they haven’t yet opened in Antarctica, but as soon as they sniff a deal or spot a likely client, they’ll be there. And, just like the Borg, when they come up against a competitor, they either destroy them or absorb them. Anyone who’s any good ends up being part of DLR Strummer – individuals, teams, entire firms. Eventually, they could be the only law firm in the world.
         
 
         As I contemplate what’s going to happen next, I’m certain of one thing – size matters. If you’re going to war, you want a Panzer Division on your side, not a troop of Boy Scouts.
         
 
         When I speak to their managing partner about what I’m planning, he asks what I’ll need from them.
 
         ‘Here in London I want your biggest lawyers. Bring them in from wherever you have to. Cost is irrelevant. I want impact.’
 
         ‘Our biggest? You mean our most senior, high-profile people – the “names” in the legal world? Or the ones who’ve worked on the very largest transactions?’
 
         ‘Neither. I want physically large lawyers. Huge ones. I’ll pay double the rate your partners charge for all the lawyers you’ve got who are over six foot three, regardless of seniority. Men or women. And I’ll want them to wear Ray-Bans. Even indoors. In every meeting with our target companies. It’s a personal quirk of mine. When I enter a meeting room I want people to think the Godfather’s arrived. I want them to look at my legal team and think that if they don’t sign, these guys could throw them out the window.’
 
         
             

         
 
         I NEED an office and a trading platform, ideally a hedge fund type of operation trading all kinds of securities round the clock in markets across the world, staffed by some pretty high-calibre people who don’t need me backseat driving all the time.
 
         Mike Fisher runs Caveman Associates, a London-based hedge fund with about three billion dollars of assets investing in what they describe as a global macro strategy, spotting big trends and following them. Why did they call it Caveman? Because they could. They left larger, more conservative firms to set up on their own, and in these politically correct times the name made a statement. I’ve met Fisher socially a few times but can’t call him a friend. Can I actually call anyone a friend? Good question.
         
 
         I go to see him at his offices in Curzon Street, Mayfair, in a smart, high-tech building. Why do so many hedge funds base themselves around here? I have no idea, but simply observe that it’s very handy for whatever pleasures Shepherd Market allegedly has to offer.
 
         Fisher sits at a huge glass desk, surrounded by screens, in a large glass-walled corner office that looks out into his trading room, where a dozen traders are speaking into cordless earpieces and staring at even more screens. On one side of the trading room is a coffee ‘pod’, where the troops can help themselves to soft drinks and sandwiches, and next to it a pool table and a table tennis table. It’s all a terrible cliché, but I love it.
 
         Right now, two of DLR Strummer’s finest are standing next to the coffee pod, dwarfing one of the traders who’s gone for a refill, silently intimidating in their suits and ties and dark glasses. Reservoir Dogs meets the hedge fund industry.
 
         Mike Fisher is mid-thirties, average height, balding and slightly stooped – too much time in front of computer screens. He learnt his trade on the proprietary trading desk at Hardman Stoney and left with three buddies to start their own firm five years ago. They haven’t looked back. We sit down in his office and wait while an eye-candy babe pours coffee.
 
         ‘So, Mr Hart – you’ve made quite a comeback.’
 
         He points to the newspapers and magazines strewn across his desk. The headlines read, ‘Back From The Dead’ and ‘Hart Returns to Save Markets’. I made a gratifying number of front pages. 
         
 
         ‘Call me Dave. I’ve come to buy your firm.’
 
         To his credit, he doesn’t blink. ‘It’s not for sale.’
 
         I reach into my jacket pocket. Given my history, he does briefly look nervous about what I might have in there. Instead of whatever it was he was fearing, I take out a cheque and slide it across the table. His eyebrows go up.
 
         ‘You really want to buy my firm.’
 
         I glance out at my legal team standing by the coffee machine. ‘And you really want to sell it.’
 
         He follows my eyes and nods. ‘I do? Oh, I see. Maybe I do. This is an impressive number. Very impressive. Very fair.’
 
         Very fair is investment banking speak for too much. It is too much. But I don’t have time to waste.
 
         I nod. ‘And you can always start again. You’re young and you have time. I, on the other hand, am in a hurry. I have no time. You see, I have to get a haircut.’ I look at my watch. ‘I have an appointment at Trumpers down the road in five minutes. I’ll come back and sign when I’m done. My legal team will handle the paperwork.’
 
         He looks at the guys by the coffee machine. ‘You mean they’re really lawyers?’
         
 
         ‘DLR Strummer. They’re also lawyers.’
 
         
             

         
 
         ONCE A man has his base, his office and, in my case, his trading platform from which to sally forth into the world markets, he then requires something – or someone, rather – without whom he is incomplete: someone who understands his needs, supports him through the sweetness of success and the bitterness of failure, standing by him unquestioningly and tirelessly. No, not his wife – his secretary. I’m thinking of Maria, my half-German, half-English personal assistant at Grossbank, a middle-aged Grossbank lifer who supported me through thick – and at times I was really thick – and thin. And there were certainly thin times. In fact, my legacy to the firm she devoted her life to was the thinnest of all times. As Grossbank’s answer to Brunhilde, she weathered every storm and rolled with every punch. And now I want her back, to work for me in my new venture. I call the switchboard and ask for Maria.
         
 
         ‘Miss MacKay’s office.’
 
         Damn. That’s the first I knew about who she was working for. Inevitable, I suppose. The new chairman would want to have the old chairman’s PA on side. She knows where the bodies are buried.
 
         ‘Maria?’
 
         A pause. ‘Mr Hart?’
 
         ‘Yes, Maria, it’s me. How are you? It’s been quite a while.’
 
         ‘Mr Hart, we thought you were dead.’
 
         ‘Well, technically I was. But I’m back now. Maria, there’s something I wanted to ask you. Something personal. Are you OK to talk?’
 
         Cautiously now. ‘Yes …’
 
         ‘Maria, you can guess what I’m going to ask you. I want you to come and join me in my new venture. It’s a fund. The Salvation Fund. You may have read about it in the press. We’re going to run, oh, ten billion or so to start with. A lot more later. Haven’t raised it yet, but we will. And I want the old team to be back together again.’
 
         ‘Mr Hart, you are very flattering. But I have been at the bank a long time. I’ve never worked anywhere else.’
 
         ‘Maria, how does a million pounds sound to you?’ 
         
 
         Surprisingly, a million pounds sounds like a lot to a secretary. Even to the chairman’s personal assistant. Of course she accepts. Who wouldn’t? But I’m prepared to be even more generous.
 
         ‘Maria, alternatively, if you prefer, I’ll give you one per cent of everything we make. I’ll be running the fund personally. People will be backing me and my judgement. It won’t be one of those vanity comeback funds that ex-bankers try. I’ll put everything into this one, Maria – my heart, my soul, my total commitment – and it’ll be big and hugely successful. What do you think?’
 
         A pause. ‘One million pounds is a wonderful offer, Mr Hart. Thank you so much.’
 
         Now there’s a vote of confidence.
 
         But at least I have her. My comfort blanket is almost complete, bar one key component. Tom, my driver, sharper than any London taxi driver, quick witted, resourceful, smart and physically tall and imposing – the perfect chauffeur for someone who needs to move fast and has a habit of pissing people off.
 
         So my next call is to the driver’s pool at Grossbank. Can you believe it? After I left, they tossed Tom into the pool. Bastards. As a pool driver, he could be told to drive any jumped-up teenage managing director who doesn’t even have hairs on his chest. How could they?
 
         When someone answers the phone, I just say it’s ‘a friend’. But when he picks up, he knows.
 
         ‘Mr Hart, sir. How are you?’
 
         ‘How did you know it was me, Tom?’
 
         ‘I read the papers, saw you on the news. You’ve lost a bit of weight. Suits you. So when do I start?’
 
         ‘Right now?’ 
         
 
         There’s a pause and I hear him shouting to someone across the room. ‘Tell him to drive himself to the airport. I just quit. Better offer.’
 
         
             

         
 
         MARKETS HAVE rallied on news of my return. Well, they’ve rallied. Whether it’s coincidence I’m not sure. Anyway, positive news is a good thing if you’re fundraising, which I am.
 
         Fundraising for a new investment fund is never straightforward but post credit crunch it’s for heroes and naive romantics only, especially a so-called ‘first-time’ fund. Investors don’t like parting with their money at the best of times, but after some spectacular crashes and insolvencies in the hedge fund industry, and with so many of yesterday’s finance rock stars washed-up, it’s easier to be ‘prudent’ and do nothing than stick one’s head above the parapet. So the custodians of the wealth of some of the world’s richest people – the private bankers and wealth managers – tend to give people like me the brush-off. OK, so there’s no one quite like me. But you get the picture.
 
         Today I’m seeing a lady called Jackie Scott. She’s midforties, serious, conservative, and she most definitely doesn’t gamble with her clients’ money. As a man, I admire women with good posture. No stooping. Walk tall and look the world in the eye. Jackie walks so tall and straight you’d think she had a broom handle up her arse. The firm she works for is Banque Arabe et Genevoise, a Middle-Eastern-backed joint venture with a large Swiss private bank. Conservatism is second nature to them, though in the last few years a lot of Arab and other new money piled into their coffers. In the finest Swiss tradition, they asked the minimum number of questions about where it came from – which is why she’s shortly going to get a surprise.
         
 
         I’m sitting in the kind of oak-panelled meeting room with thick carpets and fake Impressionist pictures that private bankers think inspire confidence in their clients. Because I’m meeting a woman, and because I want to unsettle her, I’ve brought two female members of my legal team from DLR Strummer, a pair of Amazons in their late twenties who look like they’ve walked straight off the set of the latest X-Men movie.
         
 
         Once the coffee and the introductions are over – ‘Really? Your legal team?’ was probably the high point – we get down to business. I slide the inevitable Powerpoint presentation across the table but then ignore it and talk passionately about the need to turn the global economy around, the importance of profiting by taking risks to back winners rather than shorting and tearing value apart and, of course, about my own motivation in wanting to make amends for my past failings.
 
         All of this is the last thing she wants to hear. I sense my legal team shifting uncomfortably in their seats and can almost read the thought bubbles over their heads that say, ‘He’s blowing it – cut the emotion and stick to the numbers. Be rational, compose yourself, take a deep breath and start again.’ If I were rational I wouldn’t be where I am today. For that matter, none of us would.
 
         So Jackie listens uncomfortably, and when my passion and excitement get too much for her she flicks through the presentation, reading ahead to the end before I get there, which just encourages me to go off piste even more and prolong the whole session until eventually we overrun and her secretary comes to remind her she has another engagement. 
         
 
         ‘Thank you, Mr Hart – fascinating. I’ve got your card – Caveman Hart Associates …’
 
         She laughs uncomfortably and looks at the Amazons to see if they’ll join in – but they stay poker-faced, and even if they didn’t have their shades on they’d give nothing away. She coughs nervously to hide her embarrassment.
 
         ‘Mr Hart, we’ll come back to you.’ She shakes her head, half disbelieving. ‘A number of our clients have already expressed interest in understanding what you’re planning to do next, just from what they’ve read about you in the press.’
 
         ‘A little publicity never hurt.’
 
         I smile, we shake hands and she shows us out, clearly never expecting me to darken her doors again.
 
         
             

         
 
         I COULDN’T put her off forever. It was inevitable. Wendy. Wendy the ex, once known as Attila the Ex, until she was neutered with a deal whereby she thought she was fleecing me and took a pay-off just before I started making real money. Some you lose, some you lose. Bad luck, Wendy. She wants to see me to ‘talk about Samantha’. Yeah right. Samantha means money. Samantha is Wendy’s route to my wallet. Whatever it is Samantha needs, it’s likely to mean Wendy will end up with a bigger house/car/holiday allowance/ski chalet, etc., etc. Wendy’s the kind of ex-wife who gives ex-wives a bad name. On the other hand, maybe I’m the kind of ex-husband … Anyway, let’s not go there.
 
         Maria shows her in, pursing her lips and looking at the ceiling as if she has a bad smell under her nose. Maria never did like Wendy.
 
         Wendy’s made a real effort. She’s wearing a pale blue matching skirt and jacket by Armani that shows off what I’m guessing is a fake tan, with diamond and pearl white-gold earrings by Tiffany and a matching brooch. She has a white Gucci handbag and shoes by Jimmy Choo. It looks like she’s had her hair done specially, the way she does most days of the week with a ‘y’ in them – and no doubt a mani/ pedi, and probably a massage as well, though not that sort.
         
 
         These middle-aged Chelsea women are amazing. They don’t age. Maybe there’s something in the air in SW3. Or maybe it’s the water. No wrinkles, no crow’s feet, no laughter lines, no furrowed brows worn with age and care. These women are truly ageless, neat, trim, nipped and tucked and shaped and sculpted and worked out to produce the best looks money can buy. My money can clearly stretch quite far.
 
         So as soon as I see her I get up, concerned, and pull out a chair for her.
 
         ‘Wendy – hey, come here and sit down. Are you OK?’
 
         ‘Dave – of course. I’m fine. What’s –’
 
         ‘Are you sure? You look … well … Are you sure you’re OK?’
 
         ‘Yes, I’m OK. I’d know if I wasn’t OK.’
 
         ‘All right, I’m sorry. I guess I haven’t seen you in a while. How are you?’
 
         ‘I’m fine. Worried, about you and about all these things I read in the papers. And exhausted, having to explain to Samantha everything that’s happened. She thought you were dead. We both did. You never even let us know. How could you?’
 
         Easy. I’m a bastard. Utterly self-centred. I shake my head.
 
         ‘I know.’ Deep breath. ‘It’s been tough. Tougher than you can possibly imagine.’
 
         There’s a ‘yeah right’ thought bubble over her head. She thinks she has me on the back foot and decides to press her advantage.
         
 
         ‘When do you want to see her, by the way? She’s your daughter, Dave, and she hardly knows you.’
 
         ‘I’ll get in touch as soon as my feet hit the ground. I’d love to see her, but right now I’m snowed under.’ I point at the piles of papers on the desk, none of which I have any intention of reading. ‘You can see how busy I am.’
 
         ‘Of course, but don’t you have people …?’
 
         ‘It’s not the same. I’m starting out afresh. I have to get this right. It’s not the bank anymore. This is me.’ I look at her face as if I’ve spotted something. She follows my eyes and puts her hand to her forehead. ‘Wendy, are you sure you’re all right? You look … older?’
 
         Her voice is icy now. ‘We’re all older, Dave. It’s what happens.’
 
         I hold up a hand apologetically, defensively. ‘I know. I’m sorry. I guess it’s just unfair how it works, you know … with men and women.’
 
         ‘What do you mean?’
 
         ‘Oh, nothing. I was just thinking about that stupid cliché about men growing more distinguished as they get older and women just growing … Well, anyway, let’s change the subject.’
 
         The temperature in the room drops about ten degrees. Who needs air-con when you have an ex-wife? I like it this way.
 
         ‘Let’s. And by the way, you might be interested to hear I do have a new man in my life. I thought you should know, just in case it comes up when you see Samantha.’
 
         Touché. As if I care.
 
         ‘Wendy, that’s fantastic. Maria! Maria – do we have a bottle of champagne in the fridge? Wendy has some great news.’
         
 
         Now she’s blushing. At least I think it’s a blush beneath the fake tan.
 
         ‘It’s not … It’s not serious.’ Couldn’t be, otherwise he’d be the one writing the cheque for whatever it is she’s come to see me about today.
 
         ‘Maria – hold the champagne.’ I turn back to Wendy. ‘White wine instead? Or coffee? Water?’
 
         ‘You know you have some grey hairs?’ Meow.
 
         ‘Dye.’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         I think she thinks I said, ‘Die.’
 
         ‘I dye it. Makes me look more distinguished. Gives me gravitas. Very important in some parts of the world – Asia, Middle East, Africa.’
 
         From then on it’s all downhill. She doesn’t want to hear about my amazing adventures, ‘finding myself’ in the Himalayas, being adopted by a Tibetan guru, working with Chinese orphans, or whatever. Anyone would think she assumed I spent my time away shagging and doing drugs.
 
         She wants more money for Samantha to have a bigger place in the country to go to at weekends, where her friends can come to stay and they can all ride ponies. She wants another new car – a two seater, because it’s not practical to go everywhere in the S Class Merc I bought her last year to take Samantha on the school run, and there’s a new Maserati that would make a perfect lady’s car. And then she wants me to pay the bill for her probate lawyers. She had to contest my will for Samantha’s sake, and now that I’m alive – for which we’re all supremely grateful – they’re expecting her to settle her account. 
         
 
         I’d like to say I showed her the door. I really should have. But because I’m a man, and therefore weak and gullible and prone to feelings of guilt as well as metaphysical anguish, I wrote her a large cheque. I’m not going to say how much. Large.
 
         
             

         
 
         I GET a phone call from Jackie Scott at Banque Arabe et Genevoise. She doesn’t quite know how to say this, but, well, they’d actually like to invest in the new fund. In size. She reported back to her clients who had specifically said to her they were interested in what I was up to, and the result was, well, unprecedented. Seven billion. From clients all over the world. And word spread and they even had some new clients – people they’d never dealt with before – who were investing with them for the first time precisely in order to have access to the Salvation Fund. It is the most she has ever seen invested in a single fund by the bank’s clients, let alone a first-time fund with no specific track record.
 
         She can only think that it is me people are backing. Clearly my name counts for a lot. My name and what I’ve been through. And, of course, she had personally been very impressed indeed and had passed that on to the bank’s clients. It’s not often a prospective fund manager speaks with such passion. Normally these presentations are such dry affairs, numbers driven and rather dull. So she likes to think she’s contributed in some small way to my success, and can I remind her again what I’d said about rebating fees to introducers of investment funds? It’s very rare for a private banker not to pay full attention to anything that relates to how they get paid, so she clearly hadn’t rated my chances at all. 
         
 
         Over the next few days I get similar equally surprised calls from a dozen other banks and private wealth managers, all of them equally baffled. The total for the first closing of the Salvation Fund comes to eighteen billion dollars. Where was all this money coming from? How had I generated such interest?
 
         Clearly it’s my charisma. That and the fact that the world’s largest organised crime organisations are collectively raiding their piggy banks on a scale they’ve never done before.
 
         
             

         
 
         I HAVE a date. Well, not exactly a date. I’m meeting Two Livers for drinks. This is potentially dangerous because I still don’t know what’s going on in her head. Besides, she can famously drink for England, whereas I can’t – I might manage Wales – and I’ve convinced myself that for the first time in my life I’m in love. I’ve also stolen her secretary.
 
         I’ve decided that up to now I’ve been a user of women in the same way that I’m a user of Class A drugs – though arguably women do you more harm. Moments of ecstasy followed by huge downers, emotional and physical exhaustion, and a profound sense of emptiness. How many times have I asked myself: is that it? Is that what it’s all about? And then there’s that dangerous precipice, where you find yourself wondering if it could get any better – if you just went that little bit further, were a little more daring, greedier, more hedonistic – and of course you step forward and find yourself plunging into the void …
 
         But now the scales have fallen from my eyes. I may have been an emotional cripple all my life, but suddenly I can walk, run, dance, sing and play the banjo. At least that’s how I’m feeling after snorting a couple of preparatory lines, washed down with half a bottle of Krug.
         
 
         We’re meeting at Nah, a new club near Sloane Square started by a couple of ‘It girls’ who appear in all the right magazines but probably don’t have two brain cells to rub together between them. It claims to offer the finest selection of vintage champagne served by the glass anywhere in London. Stupid idea. Why would anyone want vintage champagne by the glass?
 
         From the outside it looks like a disused vehicle workshop with doormen out the front and a crowd of paparazzi hanging around. On the inside it looks like a disused vehicle workshop with a bar at one end and a DJ at the other on a raised platform. The music is so loud that I wonder what we’ll actually be able to say to each other, but perhaps that’s the idea. It was her choice. Everywhere I look there seem to be teenage girls in pussy-pelmet micro skirts and crop tops, with spiky hair and unhealthily pale skin – must be the effect of the light – and guys with earrings in torn jeans and muscle vests, also spiky haired and pale skinned. Have I come to the right place? I’m still wearing my suit, never thought to change; I don’t think my skin’s pale enough and I have no hair gel. I wouldn’t normally care, but coming into this place makes me feel Jurassic.
 
         I order a bottle of Cristal and two glasses, and place myself at a corner table overlooking the dance floor.
 
         Two Livers keeps me waiting twenty minutes before appearing, wearing skintight leather pants, a white cotton off-the-shoulder blouse and bangles by Kiki. She’s had her hair cut radically short and it makes her look even younger. She kisses me on the cheeks when she arrives and I capture the briefest hint of Un Bois Vanille by Serge Lutens. I want to pull her to the floor and devour her, but this is not the place.
         
 
         ‘You look fantastic. Champagne?’ I have to raise my voice to be heard.
 
         She nods and looks around. ‘Crap location. Won’t last. I give it three months.’
 
         I nod back. There’s not much we can do besides nodding and shouting the occasional remark, and we default to looking at the dancers and people-watching as the evening warms up and a few well-known faces appear.
 
         Since we aren’t really talking, I try to work out what we are doing. After a while I think I get it. We’re hanging out. Just being together. The way we used to. Sometimes we’d talk endlessly, other times hardly at all. We didn’t need to. Does it feel the same now? Not to me. I’m too nervous, sweating under my arms, my mouth a little too dry, and the champagne doesn’t really help.
 
         After a while she stands and pulls me up on to the dance floor. It’s some techno number and I do my best to copy the kids but it really isn’t me. She loses herself completely in a routine I’ve never seen her do before and it only makes me realise the distance that’s grown between us.
 
         When we get back to our seats she pulls me towards her. ‘You weren’t as bad as I thought.’ And she plants a moist kiss on my lips, then gets up again before I can respond and heads to the powder room.
 
         When she returns she looks as if she’s done a couple of lines: her pupils are dilated and she has a slight delicious sheen of perspiration on her face – the sort I used to lick off her in the old days.
 
         ‘Do you want to eat? I booked a couple of places just in case.’ 
         
 
         She shakes her head. ‘Let’s dance again.’
 
         It’s not my sort of evening at all, but at least the second time we dance it’s a slower number and I get the chance to put my arms around her and we can move together and I can inhale her scent. We end up back at our table with a second bottle, and then, because she really can drink for England, a third. I finally get it. We’re hangin’ and chillin’ and seeing if the vibe is still there. After three bottles and quite a lot of coke, I think it is.
 
         There’s a commotion at the entrance. I can’t hear what’s going on because of the music, but I can see a group of huge men in suits with dark glasses talking to the doormen and pointing towards me. The doormen aren’t small, but the new arrivals are a good head and shoulders taller.
 
         Two Livers looks at them. ‘What’s going on over there? Who are those guys?’
 
         ‘DLR Strummer. They’re my lawyers.’
 
         ‘Your lawyers? Are you serious? What are you doing?’
 
         ‘We’ve done our first closing. I need everything ready for an investment committee tomorrow. My first.’
 
         ‘Your first closing? So soon? Fantastic. How much did you raise?’
 
         ‘Eighteen billion dollars.’
 
         She looks at me, wide-eyed, amazed. ‘Eighteen billion? Dave, no one raises eighteen billion for a first fund. You’re lucky to raise anything.’
 
         I shrug modestly. ‘I have friends. I know a few people. I got lucky.’
 
         She’s eyeing me suspiciously. ‘No one gets that lucky. Where did that money really come from?’
 
         ‘Private banks, wealth managers, family offices, the usual.’ 
         
 
         She’s looking at me differently now, and I don’t see this as positive. ‘So what are you really doing?’
 
         The lawyers are moving across the dance floor towards us, the dancers parting before them like waves before a battleship.
 
         ‘What am I doing? Taking over the world. Well, the markets anyway. Global domination, starts tomorrow.’
 
         
             

         
 
         I NEVER got to go back to her place. I knew I wouldn’t. But I had to hope. When my legal team reached us with a stack of documents urgently requiring my signature, she used the opportunity to say goodnight, gave me the briefest of kisses on the cheek and went, turning heads and twisting a dagger in my heart.
 
         I’m tired, lovesick but determined, and I have convened my first investment committee.
 
         The office is different now. The traders have all gone, fired on very attractive terms and released from their period of notice so they can start work straight away with Mike Fisher to set up Caveman II somewhere around the corner. I’d have liked to have kept them, or some of them at any rate, but I can’t have anyone on the inside that I can’t trust totally. So I set them loose to start again. It’ll take them months, maybe even a year, but I wish them well. I don’t have that kind of time to play with.
 
         In the meantime, I have a newly assembled elite team selected from among the friends and family of my backers. I insisted they all have some kind of relevant financial background, ideally that they’d trained at a major firm and knew what they were doing. In the end I got some technically competent people, but most of all I got people I can trust, all of whom are overseen by Maria, who sits in my outer office, probably wondering what on earth is going on but staying focussed by thinking about that million pound bonus at year end.
         
 
         Around the table in my office I have the members of my investment committee. Carlos, inevitably, has to be there himself. Beside him, six others, ethnically diverse – we definitely tick the PC box big time – representing financial interests from China, the Middle East, Africa, Central and South America and Europe’s Garlic Belt. They don’t all look especially comfortable in suits and ties, and I’m not sure how great their understanding is of enterprise value or price earnings ratios, but their hearts – and wallets – are in the right place.
 
         In a sense what we are going to do is the twenty-first century’s answer to the buccaneers of the Elizabethan age. But whereas they set sail with cannons and cutlasses, we have computer screens and networks of trusted associates. We don’t need violence. We just need money and brainpower. I guess it’s progress.
 
         I take my place at the end of the glass table, look around and clear my throat. I feel something’s missing. Like a large, long-haired white cat sitting on my lap for me to stroke. Get a grip, Hart.
 
         ‘Gentlemen, welcome to the inaugural investment committee of the Salvation Fund. The first item to note is that we completed our first closing on Tuesday with eighteen billion dollars in the bank. We have arranged dedicated credit lines to be secured against the holdings we acquire, which should allow us to take very much larger positions than just eighteen billion. And, of course, we’ll be using derivatives and option strategies to maximise impact and achieve the greatest possible leverage.’ I’ve tried to 
         
 
         keep it simple but I can tell I’ve already lost most of them. ‘With the support that should be available to us from … associated funds and investors, we should be able to move most markets. So, the world is our oyster. Where shall we go first?’
 
         It takes an hour, and it’s hardly the best informed discussion I’ve ever heard, but by the end we’re all agreed. We reject Li Bing’s proposal – short airline stocks and insurance companies and then start shooting down planes – and we turn down Pietro Valadoro’s variation on it, doing the same thing but with cruise ships. I remind them that we’re about investing for good and buying things, not selling them. And eventually, because I really can be quite persuasive, we get there.
 
         I hit the button on the intercom.
 
         ‘Maria – we’ll need a smoker. I’m going on a business trip.’
 
         
             

         
 
         I’VE BEEN to a dark place. Not a real one. A dark place in my mind. I was dreaming of all the lies I’ve told in my life. Well, not all of them. I couldn’t possibly dream about all of them in a single night. And I don’t mean the little lies that help to get you through life. ‘Of course I’m not married.’ ‘I won’t come in your mouth.’ ‘We don’t need a condom. I had a vasectomy.’ Just a few of the really big ones.
 
         They say that communication is the sister of leadership, but I never tell anyone anything.
 
         I certainly lied to Two Livers when I ran Grossbank. I told her I knew what I was doing. She was smart enough to know that no-one senior in investment banking really knows what they’re doing. People at the top get by as best they can, hope for the best, and at year end look back on what’s happened and call it their strategy. But when I said I knew what I was doing, I think she believed that I actually had a master plan. Because a lot of things did happen and they appeared to be intentional on my part and in the end they seemed to work out. Even though I rarely explained anything to her in advance, and a lot of the time was present in form only, having spent the previous night getting wrecked and lacking her constitution. But she showed faith in me. Faith that I didn’t deserve. This particular emperor has never been anything other than stark naked.
         
 
         So should I be pursuing her now? Am I worthy? If I care for her, shouldn’t I just walk away before I fuck up again and hurt her, possibly destroy her?
 
         Of course not. Idiot, Hart. Get a grip. I’m too selfish for that. And besides, she’s a grown-up. She can look after herself. Probably better than I can.
 
         Phew.
 
         Better get some stronger pills.
 
         
             

         
 
         I LOVE the Fatherland. Germany is a great country, with a great people and a great history. Okay, so from time to time they go a bit crazy and start invading small nations and all that shit, but we all have our off days.
 
         I’m in Munich, city of beer, beautiful buildings and wonderful naked students sunbathing in the park they call the English Garden. Besides my lawyers from DLR Strummer, I have with me my new head of trading, a big black bodybuilder called Happy Mboku. Happy is from somewhere in West Africa. He found his way to Sierra Leone as a young man, made his name smuggling conflict diamonds and then decided on a career change when the Brits sent the Parachute Regiment to sort the place out. He ended up working in Antwerp for Rom Romanov, trading diamonds at least semi-legitimately, and acquired a financial education of sorts.
         
 
         He looks short against the guys from DLR Strummer, but in fact he’s six feet tall, weighs over two hundred and forty pounds and comfortably bench presses three times his own bodyweight. He could easily bench press me if he wanted. He doesn’t really have a neck, just sprouts a head on top of very muscular, very broad shoulders. And he looks odd in a suit, even a bespoke Savile Row number that does its best to smooth over the bulges.
 
         But the most interesting feature about Happy is the tribal markings on his face. When he reached puberty he was scarred – without anaesthetic – down both cheeks, in three straight lines on either side. He wasn’t allowed to flinch or cry, because it was a rite of manhood. When the scars healed, they gave him the most ferocious appearance, which, combined with his natural tendency to frown, makes him the scariest man I’ve ever seen on a trading floor. He also has the widest smile, with perfect white teeth, which completely belies his normal appearance, but it is rarely seen.
 
         We’ve come to visit yet another of those tired German family-run businesses that should never have had its shares listed on the stock exchange and is now paying the price, as perceived short-term under-performance over a couple of quarters is rewarded with an invasion of ‘activist’ shareholders and private-equity stalkers.
 
         The company in question is called Meier Holding AG, and they’re one of those old-fashioned outfits that still makes things. In this case everything from bathroom fittings to pumps to vehicle components and back again, via garden furniture, kitchen appliances and a stack of other items that really don’t hang together and have no rhyme or reason, except the family that now only has a minority share in the business actually liked them – and still does. They’re also old-fashioned in owning all their factories and land, not having any debt – the old man who founded the company didn’t approve of it – and having never fired anyone except for just cause. Can you imagine? No employer provides jobs for life these days. But this company does, even if they don’t disclose it, and they train their people, redeploy them between businesses if times are hard for one area while another is doing well, and have a paternalistic attitude straight out of the nineteenth century. They also have an outstanding labour record, with no strikes, minimal absenteeism and high productivity. But who cares about that these days?
         
 
         Clearly a business like this has a massive target on its back, and it hasn’t taken a genius at some investment bank or other to notice it and come up with a plan. The thing that corporate financiers have in common with hedge fund managers is that they are morally neutral. If, on the one hand, they could raise finance for a company, help it expand, make acquisitions, develop new products and create jobs and prosperity for the future, or, on the other hand, mount a hostile bid for it, sell off the most valuable parts of the business, asset-strip it, load it with debt and fire half the workforce, leaving it terminally ill, they’ll always be consistent. They’ll do whatever makes the biggest fees.
 
         In the case of Meier Holding, an analyst working an all-nighter in the slave-labour camp known as the ‘associates pool’ at Hardman Stoney decided the biggest fee-earning potential lay in taking this company down. He (or conceivably she) would never have visited the company or met the management, let alone the workforce. It would have been a numbers-based decision. Everything in life comes down to numbers in the end.
         
 
         So now the Meier family have the Terminator Fund out of Chicago on their shareholder register. Terminator is a hostile ‘activist’ hedge fund that boasts of its ability to ‘shake up’ management in the interests of maximising shareholder value. They were started by some ex-Schleppenheim M & A bankers who lost their jobs when the firm went bust in the crisis and bounced back with their own outfit. In this case they’ve teamed up with a private equity firm called Night Fury LLP, named after a mythical fire-breathing dragon in a children’s film that never missed its target.
 
         Well, maybe they never missed before. But that was before the good guys arrived. Or maybe I should say ‘the bad guys’. But aren’t they the bad guys? And if they’re the bad guys, who are we? We’re the even worse guys. Whatever.
         
 
         We head off to the company’s headquarters in a couple of rented limos and pull up outside what are surprisingly pretty modest offices. I have a proposal to put to their board, which is having a last-minute meeting before going into an extraordinary general meeting of shareholders called by the activists who want to unlock all that wonderful value.
 
         
             

         
 
         THE THING about shareholder meetings is that while you can prepare endlessly for them, rehearsing, brainstorming, war-gaming, doing dry runs in front of a ‘red team’ prepped to give you a hard time, you can never predict exactly what will happen. 
         
 
         So Guy Marshall from the Terminator Fund, a preppy, twenty-eight-year-old American with an MBA from Chicago Business School and enough arrogance for a whole auditorium full of people, looks around the conference room in the Hotel Plaza with quite a lot of disdain. It’s full of little people, ordinary shareholders, many of them retired employees of Meier Holding, local businessmen and professionals, a few institutional fund managers, but only one face he recognises. Matt Warner from Night Fury is also there. His frat buddy and fellow Chicago MBA. They are dressed alike, look alike, talk the same way, think the same things, have the same haircut, belong to the same club, probably married the same woman and will eventually have identical children. And they are members of the global elite who hover above the lesser masses and determine their fate.
 
         Except that above them today hovers someone else. Me. Oh, and Happy Mboku’s here too.
 
         I’m waiting for little Guy to go to the men’s room. He has to before the meeting starts, because there’s no telling how long it will last – an awful lot of these little people might want to have their say about the fate of ‘their’ company – or when the key votes will take place, and he can’t afford to miss one. Eventually, he looks at his watch – we have about five minutes to go – leaves his papers on his chair to secure his seat and heads towards the men’s room. Happy leaves his own papers on the chair directly behind Guy’s, and then he and I tuck in behind our target.
 
         When he enters the gents we follow. There are two other men in there already and we wait until they leave, pretending to wash our hands while Guy is at the urinals. Then Happy places a No Entry sign on the outside of the door and I approach Guy just as he’s standing at the washbasin.
         
 
         ‘I don’t believe we’ve met?’
 
         He looks up and immediately recognises me. That’s the power of the press.
 
         ‘You’re Dave Hart. Everyone knows you. Mr Hart – a pleasure, sir.’
 
         He dries his hands and steps forward as if to shake and formally introduce himself.
 
         ‘No need. I know you already.’
 
         ‘You … know me?’
 
         My face is deadpan. I give no indication of any feelings or emotion, although I have a scar on my forehead where he can see a pulse racing.
 
         ‘That’s right. And so does my associate.’
 
         His eyes flicker towards the huge black man blocking the door. Happy is letting his face relax nicely into a frown.
 
         ‘This is Happy. Happy Mboku. He’s head of trading at my new fund.’
 
         Happy inclines his head obligingly.
 
         ‘Your … head of trading?’
 
         ‘He also trades. Guy … may I call you Guy?’
 
         He nods nervously.
 
         ‘Guy, you and I find ourselves on opposite sides of the table today.’
 
         ‘Opposite sides?’ His voice sounds a little squeaky.
 
         ‘That’s right.’ I put my hand on his shoulder and lean closer to him. ‘And that’s a huge shame.’
 
         ‘W-why is that?’
 
         Happy has left his station by the door to stand behind Guy and, with an instinctive touch, leans forward, places powerful hands on either side of his neck and starts to massage him. Guy flinches and glances back at him.
         
 
         ‘D-do you mind?’
 
         ‘Not at all.’ Happy’s voice is a deep bass growl. I’d love to hear him do ‘Old Man River’. He carries on massaging.
 
         ‘Mr Hart, what is going on here? What are you actually doing?’
 
         ‘Guy, I’m trying to be persuasive. For your own sake. I’m trying to persuade you to change your mind on voting out the management of Meier Holding – my friends – and to pack up your things and go home to Chicago.’
 
         ‘W-what are you talking about? I’m here representing the firm. We’ve made our position clear. This is business.’
 
         ‘Ah yes, business. I remember business.’ A long pause as I look wistfully around the room. ‘Guy, did you hear that I died?’
 
         ‘Everyone did, Mr Hart.’
 
         ‘That’s right, Guy. But then I came back. And since I came back, I’m … different. I used to believe in the power of persuasion. Now I just believe in … power.’
 
         Right on cue, Happy ups the pressure on Guy’s neck.
 
         ‘W-what are you doing?’
 
         ‘I’m telling you – not asking – telling you what you’re going to do this afternoon.’
         
 
         ‘W-what’s that?’
 
         I drop my voice so that I’m almost whispering, and he has to strain to hear me.
 
         ‘Listen carefully. You’re going to go back to your seat, sit down and reflect on just how much you enjoy your life at –’ I get a piece of paper from my jacket pocket and glance at it – ‘at Lincoln Park Avenue, in your swanky condo overlooking the park and with that amazing view towards Lake Michigan, with Lillian and your dog Skipper and, if nothing happens to you, your first child. Perhaps you’ll have a son. That would be just grand, wouldn’t it, Guy? Guy Junior. Imagine those proud grandparents.’ I refer to the paper again. ‘Imagine Doug and Lucy and how proud they’ll be of their little girl’s first child. And your mom and pop too. George and Hannah. There’s so much love surrounding you, Guy. So much that’s positive. So let’s not spoil things. You go on back to your seat. And once you’ve had a chance to reflect on all the things I’ve told you, you’re going to decide it’s a bad idea to vote the way you were thinking. Then we’ll be on the same side. You want to be on the same side as me, don’t you, Guy?’
         
 
         ‘Mr Hart … I … I have instructions. I could be fired.’
 
         ‘You could. But there are worse things, Guy. Trust me. There are worse things.’
 
         He’s gone very pale and says nothing, just nods.
 
         Happy releases him and he straightens his jacket and tries to regain his dignity as he heads for the door. Just before he leaves, I call after him. ‘Oh, Guy – I’m sitting at the back. You’ll see me with my legal team. But Happy … he’ll be sitting behind you. Right behind you.’
 
          
 
         IT’S THREE hours later and the Sekt is flowing. If there is a God, I never worked out why he gave the French champagne and the Germans Sekt. Maybe it’s all those small countries they invaded. Whatever the reason, Happy and I are drinking it, along with the board of Meier Holding and their friends and supporters.
 
         Fritz Meier, the elderly, straight-backed, patrician son of the founder, and chair of the supervisory board, slaps me on the back for about the fifth time and shakes his head. 
         
 
         ‘This is the happiest day for me, Mr Hart. The day we thought we would lose the company has turned into the day we secured its future. And the Americans – those Terminators – they did nothing. Amazing. We watched him. We waited for him to raise his hand. He just sat there.’
 
         ‘Yes, it was amazing, wasn’t it? I think the other American, the one from Night Fury, lived up to his name in the end. He looked as if he was taken by surprise that his associate didn’t say anything. They had a plan. They were meant to be in this together. He was mad as hell.’
 
         ‘They had a fight at the end. Outside. The two of them were shouting and pushing each other.’
 
         ‘Really? That’s too bad. Some people don’t know how to behave.’
 
         ‘I think he was ill.’
 
         ‘Which one?’
 
         ‘The one from the Terminator Fund. The one your colleague, Herr Mboku, sat behind. His face was white like paper. Perhaps your colleague’s presence put him off?’
 
         ‘Happy put someone off? Never.’
 
         We all laugh. Then he turns serious.
 
         ‘Mr Hart, your investment proposal from your new fund has saved our company. We are very grateful.’
 
         It’s true. The legal team are working on it while we’re drinking pretend champagne. Salvation is investing two hundred million Euros in Meier Holding in a friendly deal at a discounted price, on the understanding that they don’t change their strategy or practices at all and just keep on doing what they were doing already. Around the world, a dozen other similar companies are sitting down with teams from DLR Strummer, who are laying out proposals on our behalf. I always say, if in doubt, go large. 
         
 
         Fritz taps a spoon against an empty champagne glass to get everyone’s attention. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I propose a toast. To the Salvation Fund, its founder, Mr Dave Hart, and his friends and associates.’
 
         They all raise their glasses and toast Columbian drug barons, Italian Mafiosi, the Triads, the Yakuza and all the rest. Though of those present only Happy and I know whose health we are really drinking.
 
         What Fritz also doesn’t know is that the Silver Fox has orchestrated the biggest press coverage this company has ever received.
 
         Meier Holding is a conglomerate, a grouping of diverse businesses across a range of industries. They have strength in depth but, more importantly, breadth, as they span so many areas of activity. And in troubled times that makes them both robust in adversity, because they spread risk, and well placed to bounce back with the economy when the upturn comes. At least that’s the story in tomorrow’s papers as every quoted conglomerate in the German, and every other major market, gets caught in a feeding frenzy of buyers. The Salvation Fund will lead the charge, naturally, with friends from low places hot on our heels and the rest of the market, caught out by the sudden change of sentiment, scrambling to catch up. Tomorrow will be a good day for conglomerates all around the world. They’re back in fashion. And even better for those of us who quietly accumulated holdings in those same companies ahead of today’s events.
 
         
             

         
 
         THERE WAS one footnote, right at the end, that’s worth recording. Happy was half pissed, having consumed more than his own bodyweight in Sekt, and pulled me to one side, where no one could hear us. 
         
 
         ‘Mr Hart, sir.’
 
         ‘Dave. Happy, you can call me Dave.’
 
         He shakes his head. ‘Doesn’t feel right, sir. Mr Romanov, he likes to be called Mr Romanov.’
 
         ‘That’s fine, Happy, but you’re on my team now.’
 
         ‘Dave … sir. I want you to know how much I enjoyed today.’
 
         ‘Good. I’m pleased to hear that, Happy.’
 
         ‘No, sir, I mean I really enjoyed it. I’d like to do it again.’
         
 
         ‘Why?’
 
         ‘It’s the people, sir. Look around. They’re good people. Decent people. And they’re really pleased. We made a big difference today.’
 
         ‘I guess that’s right, Happy.’
 
         He looks around the room, beaming at everyone with his big, wide grin. ‘And we didn’t even have to kill anyone.’
 
         
             

         
 
         WHEN A man has a major triumph, he naturally wants to celebrate. Celebration might take many forms – and I tend to like all of them – but in this particular case all I can think of is that I want to see the woman I’m convinced is the love of my life. So we head to the airport and I call Two Livers.
 
         Frustratingly, her office says she’s not available. I try her mobile, but it goes straight to voicemail.
 
         ‘It’s me. I’ve had a great day. Really great. I’d love to tell you all about it. And I’m definitely in the mood to celebrate. I’m in the Fatherland, smoking into Biggin Hill around 6.30. If you’re free tonight, let me take you out. Anywhere you want.’
 
         When I hang up, I realise I sounded like a kid, overexcited, immature, jumping up and down for his parents’ attention. But why hide things from her? This is me. I want her to know me. On second thoughts, she knows me pretty well already, which is a troubling thought. Would anyone who really knows me ever be seriously interested in me? We reach the airport and I drown the thought in a bottle of proper champagne.
         
 
         She doesn’t call, so I try her again when we land, and again when I get to the Ritz, but without success. Damn. I’m on a high and want to do something, but I’m by myself. Once upon a time that wouldn’t have mattered. As a young investment banker in London, well heeled and searching for stimulation, I’d have contacted a few escort agencies – the kind you find these days on the internet – chosen a girl or two according to my taste, and who I’d had lately, and arranged some gratifyingly meaningless sex, probably enhanced by drugs and definitely by booze. And afterwards, they’d have left, with no comebacks or consequences, keeping everything neat, clean and simple. That, by the way, is what you pay for with professionals. You’re not paying for sex. You’re paying for them to leave afterwards. It’s the ones you don’t pay for who hang around and complicate your life. Those you pay for later.
 
         Further on in my career, when I was more successful and more demanding, I kept a private list of more exclusive, high-end girls not available to the internet-surfing public, and called them up for equally meaningless but much more expensive sex, definitely with drugs – which they could supply – and very fine booze.
 
         But now that I’m in love, that all seems so yesterday. I want a meaningful relationship now. I’ve reached a turning point in my life and there’s no looking back. I want commitment. 
         
 
         That feeling lasts almost half an hour.
 
         In the end, feeling lonely and rather empty, I call one of the girls I used to see – Giselle, from Brazil – not for sex, just for companionship and the snappy, quick-witted banter that I used to enjoy with her.
 
         ‘Dave – how are you, honey?’ She sounds half asleep. ‘I thought you were dead.’
 
         I hate ‘honey’. She might as well call me ‘sweetie-pie’.
 
         ‘I’m good, babe. I was dead, but I came back.’ Why do I call her ‘babe’? No idea, I just seem to go into another mode. Perhaps it’s a two-way thing. Honey meets babe.
 
         ‘Uhhh … yeah … I think I heard something about that.’
 
         I know. She sounds doped out. Too many late nights, too many drugs. But I had her number and I need some company.
 
         Luckily, she’s not doing anything tonight, so we agree to meet at Mimi’s. I shower and change and find I’m quite looking forward to seeing her again.
 
         
             

         
 
         PHYSICALLY, GISELLE is a sex bomb. Five foot six, dark, dusky skin, long hair, size eight but totally pneumatic, she’d turn heads if she were dressed as a nun. But she isn’t. She’s wearing a bra-less halter top that leaves nothing to the imagination, with long white pants so tight that if she wasn’t shaved between the legs you could count her pubic hairs. I’m hanging around outside Mimi’s, and when she gets out of her cab she looks like exactly what she is: a thousand pounds a night of paid-for sex, offering OWO (oral sex without a condom), CIM (you can come in her mouth) and A-plus (anal sex as an extra, depending on your size). I think it was a US president who once said 
         
 
         he didn’t feel he knew a woman until he’d had her three different ways. Generally I don’t go down that particular route – happy to leave back doors to politicians. Quite what inspires stunningly beautiful girls to come to London from all over the world, leaving the places they grew up in, missing their loved ones and lying down – or standing up, or kneeling – to satisfy guys like me is beyond me. It might be lucrative, but it can’t be fun.
 
         But as long as they do, I’m up for it.
 
         She squeals with mock delight and rushes forward and throws her arms around … a guy behind me with wavy grey hair, a beer belly and a double chin. He’s leaving the club with a woman I presume is his wife – she’s just about attractive enough, but not enough to earn a living on the internet – and I find the two of them pretty weird. Who takes their wife to a nightclub? Are they trying to convince people they drink and dance and have fun together, despite being married? Anyway, Giselle presses herself against him, he looks baffled, his wife looks furious and I try not to laugh.
 
         ‘Giselle! I’m here. It’s Dave. Here I am.’
 
         Brain of Brazil looks puzzled, disentangles herself from the guy with the belly and the chin, and squeals even louder and throws her arms around me.
 
         We head inside and I approach the maître d’, who spots some crumpled notes in my hand and comes over so that I can slip them to him. He then obligingly finds us a table beside the dance floor. A magnum of Cristal appears at our table unbidden – it’s understood that it goes with the territory if you want the best spot – and I call over a waiter and order a magnum of U’Luvka vodka as well, with a tray of mixers and a bucket of ice. We won’t finish either, in fact we may hardly touch them, but spending this much will ensure not only that we’re left alone, but if we choose to misbehave – let’s say I direct Giselle discreetly under the table – no one will take offence.
         
 
         Giselle seems to be having trouble speaking, and I wonder if she took something before she came out. Did she feel she needed to in order to get through the evening? Maybe. It has to take a toll. What these girls do is worse than investment banking. We might have to grease up, bend over, grasp our ankles and say stick it in and make it hurt – but it only happens metaphorically, with clients and bosses and board members, and we get paid millions for it. A thousand pounds a night doesn’t really cut it for me.
 
         Since she’s finding it hard to talk, and is obviously aware of the problem, she opts for a better tactic and pulls me up onto the dance floor. The pulsating lights, the noise and the relative anonymity of the semi-darkness usually ensure that I can dance with my date unnoticed by anyone else who might be there. But tonight Giselle throws herself into a routine she could only have learnt in a lap-dancing bar in Rio. She gyrates, spins, turns, runs her hands up and down first her body then mine – stopping nowhere – and by the end every head in the place has turned our way. Bring on the cabaret. I feel like I’m part of a floor show. Eventually the number comes to an end and I drag her back to the table.
 
         Which is when I see we’re not alone. Another couple have placed themselves at our table and are helping themselves to our champagne.
 
         I’m about to get very aggressive – so aggressive, in fact, that I might actually call a waiter over – when I recognise the man. It’s Vladimir Kommisarov, who runs First Siberian Bank in London. He’s early forties, fair-haired, tall and good-looking. OneSib, as his firm is known, is one of the biggest Russian banks, and he heads their London investment banking operations. Their traders are famously punchy and aggressive, and are known as the Red Army Trading Team. When he first arrived in London, I saw in Vlad someone potentially interesting – a kindred spirit – and helped him. Now that I’m back from the dead, Vlad the Impaler – named for his prowess with women, rather than anything more sinister – has spotted me and decided to make his number.
         
 
         ‘Dave – welcome back. How was it on the other side?’
 
         ‘Vlad, good to see you. The other side?’
 
         He turns to the lady with him – whom I find hard to place, because she’s a little old to be working, but looks ravishing in a Roberto Cavalli three-quarter-length dress, gathered at the side to show off her figure, and a Bulgari cocktail necklace with coloured gemstones that pick out the colours in the dress. She’s the complete package, stylish and sexy, and I decide she’s definitely edible.
 
         ‘My darling – this is Dave Hart. We saw him on the television. He used to run Grossbank. He was very successful and then … he died and came back to life again!’ He says this with a big grin. ‘Dave, this is my wife, Anya.’
 
         His wife? Fuck. Another guy who takes his wife out in the evening to have a good time. So why does he play around so much? Because he can? Because it’s there? Because he’s too like me?
 
         ‘A pleasure to meet you, Mr Hart.’ Anya has a deliciously husky voice and a strong Russian accent. I could eat her for her voice alone, but it gets better. We shake hands and she has a bone-crunching grip. Wow. 
         
 
         I suddenly feel inadequate having only Giselle to introduce. Where is Two Livers?
 
         ‘Call me Dave.’ I turn to my companion. ‘This is my friend Giselle from Brazil. Giselle – let me introduce Anya and Vlad.’
 
         Anya sees through her instantly. ‘Of course. We saw you dancing.’
 
         ‘I liked your dancing.’ Vlad’s trying to pay her a compliment, but it draws a dagger-like glance from Anya. ‘But, my darling, Giselle dances very well.’ Stop digging, Vlad.
 
         Giselle tries to say something but she still can’t and looks as if her eyes are slightly out of control, rolling upwards when she isn’t concentrating. She’s perspiring too, and seems unsteady on her feet. Probably put too much into the dancing. We sit down and a waiter appears and pours us all more drinks. I’d normally expect to catch up with Vlad on business while the ladies talk shopping. Only Giselle can’t talk.
 
         ‘So, Dave, I’ve heard a lot about this fund you’ve raised. Eighteen billion, is that right? It’s huge. Where did it all come from?’
 
         I grin at him. He knows full well where part of it comes from. ‘Well, some of it’s Russian, Vlad.’
 
         ‘I thought so. Russians are good investors for people who think big. We understand large ventures with big ambitions.’
 
         On my left, I’m vaguely aware of Giselle, who seems to be staring at someone at the next table. I look across and can see two black men, both with shaven heads and earrings, wearing what look like Armani suits and shoes with no socks. Did no one tell them the Miami Vice look is out? They have one ‘lady’ sitting with them, and she looks as if she’s Giselle’s twin sister. What’s wrong with these guys? Are they planning a reverse threesome? Surely they need at least one girl each?
         
 
         One of the men catches my eye and says something to the other, and now they’re both glaring at me with obvious hostility, when Giselle suddenly picks up her champagne glass and throws the contents over the girl. The victim is stunned, looks down at her see-through top, which I’d say has just got a whole lot better courtesy of a fine glass of Cristal, and then grabs a glass from their table and throws it back, missing Giselle but drenching Anya. Everyone stands up and I find myself stepping aside as Giselle, ridiculously, throws a whole ice bucket over the three of them. And then I don’t step aside and get soaked with the contents of their ice bucket. Vlad tries to shield Anya from further damage and, for his trouble, gets a glass of red wine down his jacket.
 
         Finally, Giselle manages to speak.
 
         ‘Whore!’ she cries at the girl at the other table.
 
         ‘You can talk, bitch!’ she screams back.
 
         This is quite exciting. I want to yell ‘Catfight!’ but think better of it. I realise we’re attracting a lot of attention and can see the club doormen heading fast in our direction. I turn to Giselle.
 
         ‘Don’t tell me, you two know each other.’
 
         ‘W-we worked together. Whore ripped me off.’
 
         ‘Bitch ripped me off,’ comes the screamed reply.
 
         Then a fist connects with my jaw. One of the black guys has stepped forward and taken a swing at me, sending me sprawling across the table, knocking over bottles and glasses. Giselle sways in my direction. I think she’s going to help me get up, which I’m not sure is a good idea – I’d rather stay down – and then she throws up all over me. Which is probably fortunate, because the black guy has come forward to finish me off, and instead steps back to avoid getting splashed with vomit. It stinks, and my shirt is soaked and sticks to me, and some of it even went on my face, so I almost feel like throwing up myself. Anya and Vlad have leapt back to try to avoid getting splashed, but too late. It’s a fucking mess, and the black guys still want to settle it physically.
         
 
         It’s then that the cavalry, in the form of the doormen, arrive at our table. There are eight of them – where did they all come from? – and they take a firm grip on our arms, walk us to the bar, where they demand that we settle our bills, and then take us outside. I’m not even allowed a diversion via the men’s room to clean up.
 
         It’s only then that the flashbulbs start popping – there’s a no-paparazzi rule inside the club – and people start getting excited. I expect to hear my name being called, but instead they’re shouting about the D Boyz. Who are they talking about? Evidently the black guys, who are clearly much more famous than Dave Hart. They’re shown to a limo with the girl who double-crossed Giselle and, as they get in, one of them turns and makes a gun with his hand and pretends to shoot me. Then he draws his finger across his throat and grins, but not in a nice way, and mouths some words. I can’t be sure, but it’s something like, ‘You’re dead, motherfucker’. Can you believe this? He’s threatening me. On top of everything else that’s happened this evening, this man is threatening me. Is he serious? Is he really planning to come after me? It wouldn’t be hard to work out who I am, or where I can be found. I don’t like threats, especially serious ones. I really don’t like them. 
         
 
         So I’m left apologising to Vlad and Anya, while Giselle, whose front is also soaked in vomit, leans against me, her eyes rolling upwards into their sockets. The stench alone is enough to make me heave. What was she eating? If I stare long enough at my front, I could probably work it out.
 
         Vlad thinks the whole thing is a scream. ‘Dave, you are amazing. Wherever you go, things happen. It’s great.’
 
         Anya evidently doesn’t share his enthusiasm for being amazed. She stares resolutely away and then their car arrives and they too disappear. One of the doormen looks at me with sympathy. ‘Cab?’
 
         ‘Two.’
 
         He whistles and a black cab pulls up. I open the door and ignore the driver’s hostile stare.
 
         ‘If you two are getting in here in that state, it’ll be an extra forty quid.’
 
         ‘It’s just her.’ I peel off a couple of fifties and pass them through the window.
 
         Giselle can barely stand and I help her onto the back seat and strap her in.
 
         ‘Dave …’
 
         ‘What is it, Giselle?’
 
         ‘Dave … don’t you want to have sex with me?’
 
         ‘Not tonight, Giselle. I’ll call you.’
 
         ‘Dave …’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Dave … my money.’
 
         I look down at my vomit-stained front and put my hand to the side of my face, which is aching and starting to swell. ‘Are you serious?’
 
         ‘It’s a thousand … for the night.’
 
         And because I’m a man, and once again I’m weak, I stand by the open door of the cab and peel off more notes and hand them in to her, trying not to catch the eye of the driver in his rear-view mirror.
         
 
         I’ve had better celebrations.
 
         
             

         
 
         IT GETS worse the next day.
 
         My right eye has swollen almost shut and when I prise it open the white of my eye is almost completely red with burst blood vessels. A blue-green bruise covers most of my upper cheek. I took a hell of a punch to the side of my face and I’m lucky nothing’s broken.
 
         My suit’s ruined, and my shirt, but who cares? The real damage is in the newspapers.
 
         Apparently the D Boyz are US rap artists touring the UK with their latest album. People outside the insulated world of investment banking have heard of these guys, are interested in them, and of course, the papers will pay for their pictures when they get into trouble. Which is why there’s a photo of me, covered in vomit and propping up a clearly spaced-out Giselle, in almost every newspaper.
 
         Shit. Maybe Two Livers is abroad. Perhaps she won’t read the papers today. Maybe she’ll think it was another guy called Dave Hart.
 
         And then I check my voicemail and it goes from bad to very bad indeed. She was tied up in a board meeting most of the day and well into the evening, but left a message around nine saying she’d love to meet, and how about having a late supper at Wild Honey, a Michelin one-star restaurant in Mayfair. It’s fully booked, but she’s called in a favour and got us a table, and if she doesn’t hear back from me will meet me there. Damn.
 
         What to do? If all else fails, tell the truth. I wanted to see you but couldn’t get hold of you. So I waited half an hour, then called a Brazilian hooker instead, and she was out of her mind on drugs and puked on me and caused a fight and I got thumped and thrown out of the club and that’s why my face is in the papers. Oh and, by the way, some rapper is threatening to kill me. I know I’m sad, and I feel like a total loser. I’d rather have been with you, and I really am committed to our relationship and seeing if we can make things work. Honestly.
         
 
         Would she believe me? Maybe not.
 
         
             

         
 
         MARIA AND Tom are sitting in the outer office, looking out at the trading floor. Tom will be driving me to my next meeting and has come up for a coffee and a chat with Maria. No doubt he wants to take the temperature of how I’m feeling. He’s read the papers.
 
         My door’s open and I tune into their conversation while I pretend to stare at something on one of the screens on my desk.
 
         Maria is talking. She’s very kindly removed all the newspapers from the office and binned them. My black eye is reminder enough of a less than successful evening. What pleases me more is that the conversation isn’t just about me messing up again.
 
         ‘… the fund’s up half a billion Euros!’
 
         ‘Half a billion?’ Tom sounds impressed.
 
         ‘On paper, of course.’
 
         ‘Of course.’ Our conglomerates play has worked out so far.
 
         Tom looks out at the trading floor. Happy Mboku is waving his arms around and shouting down the phone, stamping his feet and looking as if he might injure someone.
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