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Women in the money-making world,
Climbing to the top,
Women in pin-striped suits,
Clutching briefcases, hurrying,
Going up in lifts
With set jaws and anxious faces…

Surely when they entered
This daily madness,
We might have hoped that they would somehow
Do more to transmute
Its vast encompassing sadness.

Anthony Cronin


prologue
the BFT

5 march 1986
16:21
london

HERE’S HOW IT GOES, the moment of my becoming:

The call comes in at 16:09, while we’re already winding down. The London market’s just closed so the trading floor is quiet and the only shouting is what’s spilling out of the squawk box from New York.

First thing I notice is a flurry on the Block Desk, a change in tempo, like the rumble of approaching thunder. Then the Grope strides out of his glass tower, his jawbone set like stone, the way it always is when something big is going down. And it’s like a tom-tom alert has gone out, faces are bobbing up behind the rows of monitors as a Mexican wave of heads rolls right across the floor from South East Asia to the US desk.

Rob stands up at his pitch directly opposite me, slaps the receiver in his palm like he’s testing a cosh. Al rises from the chair beside me and the big fat research report on waste management that he keeps telling us is the Industry of the Future. And then I’m standing too, the skirt amongst men.

The Grope stops at the Block Desk where Skippy Dolan is on his feet with the phone clamped to his ear. His elbow sticks out at a right angle so you can see the sweat circle darken his blue armpit. And I’m thinking it looks bad, Skippy standing there leaking like that, he’s the only Yank on the floor who doesn’t wear a white shirt with a vest underneath to mop up the juice. The Grope leans into the Reuters screen and we’re all craning our necks like prairie dogs, trying to see whose vitals he is checking.

‘I’m guessing it’s Fido on the line,’ says Al. ‘Skippy said he’s getting real tight with them.’

And Skippy is ranting into the phone, nodding his strawberry meathead as if he’s in spasm, as if he can’t stop. His free hand chops the air space in front of him into big empty pieces and after 352 days in this job I can read all the signs: Skippy’s client is a seller in size who wants out NOW. And I can tell from the way he’s bent double and winding the phone cord around his neck, that if we don’t pull the trigger soon, Skippy’s client will trade away.

‘Let me call Felix Mann.’ My voice is very loud and very clear. The Grope snaps round. Heads swivel. Rob turns to face me with a flopped jaw. Al is sucking wind through his teeth.

The Grope hoovers up the space between us and leans across Rob’s desk to fix me with that killer stare.

‘Felix Mann is the only one who can do this,’ I say, the receiver smooth and warm in my hand like a favourite toy.

You make your own luck. You pick your moments and this is mine.

‘Two minutes,’ Skippy squeals, air-slicing his throat. ‘Or my man takes his business to Goldman’s.’

‘OK, Geri, let’s smile and dial,’ says the Grope, all soft and dangerous. And then he tells me what Skippy’s got to show.

It is midnight in Hong Kong but Felix answers on the first ring.

‘Cemco,’ I say. ‘I have a seller in size.’

I hear his fingers flutter across the keyboard. Picture his pale face spotlit in the darkened office, the harbour lights twinkling behind the black glass.

‘I’ve got 56 million shares on offer at 224.’

Al is a still life beside me. The Grope and Rob like a tableau on the other side of the monitors. And behind them an audience is assembling to witness my circus animal performance. The truth is I have no fucking clue what Felix thinks of Cemco. Or the price. Or anything. But I know that he’s the only one who can do this right here, right now.

‘And I’ve got one minute,’ I tell Felix. Skippy is in panicked silence, his fingers counting down the seconds to expiry.

There is a lurch in my chest like a part of my lung has just collapsed. The tickers whizz green across the black tape and I reach out to touch my Reuters like a sacred stone. In the corner of my eye I see Al’s finger tapping his desk, he is keeping time with Skippy’s countdown as I hurtle towards my own funeral.

‘Geri,’ the Grope’s voice hits me like a blow to the temple.

‘Felix,’ I say. ‘We’re out of time.’

There’s a crackling on the line and I imagine my voice sinking undersea, picture starfish gliding dumbly over the transcontinental cable, a scuttle of claws across the silent floor. Al stops tapping the desk and the faithless audience leans in to get a better view of Geri Molloy choking on the slime of reckless ambition.

Felix’s voice shoots to the surface and into my ear.

‘He’ll pay 223 for the lot,’ I look up into the Grope’s blinkless stare. Skippy holds three frantic fingers in the air. The Grope nods quick and tight and I raise my trembling thumb level with his head and say loudly, so everyone can hear: ‘You’re done, Felix, 56 million Cemco sold to you at 223.’ And Skippy is thumping into his phone now, he’s spinning round and unravelling the coil, waving the blue ticket above his head. ‘Thank you, Felix.’ I kill the line, write out a pick ticket and slam it in the timestamp. It is 16:21 on 5 March 1986 and everyone is gawping like I just became someone else.

‘’Kin-ell, Geri,’ roars Rob and a hoot goes up. Skippy lunges across the monitors and my palm is burning from a machine gun of high fives.

Then the Grope is beside me showing the full set of white teeth. His hand lands hard and heavy on my shoulder like it has never done before. He lets it linger for a moment while he looks down at me, differently somehow, like I’m not the person he thought I was. For I am now reborn and in my hand is a piece of living history: the biggest ticket ever written on Steiner’s trading floor.

This was how I became a legend in my own lifetime.

This was the Big Fucking Ticket that made me everything I am.
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AND FOR A LONG, LONG TIME after the Big Fucking Ticket, things had all the appearance of being on an upward trend. I met Stephen and fell in love, the ’87 Crash came and went, stock markets kept roaring ahead and I was coining it at Steiner’s. So who could have guessed just how much trouble lay down the road? Who could have known that Stephen would dump me in Venice four years later, Felix Mann would be forcing my relocation to Hong Kong and I’d be lying here on the floor at 5:17 a.m. with an empty bottle of Absolut, watching a million troops line up in a desert theatre of war?

For a while I chose to believe that things just snuck up when I wasn’t paying attention, but I’ve since figured out that this downward trend started exactly 737 days ago. It was 1988 and all through that summer I’d been dreaming about Kit Kats. The whole country was in meltdown about the nation’s favourite chocolate bar being gobbled up by the Swiss and Stephen was working flat-out on the takeover bid, so I barely saw him.

‘You know it’s the ultimate compromise,’ I told him one December morning in Kensington Gardens. ‘The Kit Kat is the bar you buy when you can’t decide what you really want.’ Rex ducked his head encouragingly, a twist of red tinsel around his collar and a slimy tennis ball in his mouth. I slipped my arm through Stephen’s. He was wearing that navy pea coat and the mohair was tipped with frost.

‘STAY,’ he raised a hand but Rex lolloped off towards the Round Pond. ‘I don’t know why you even have a dog when you can’t be bothered to train him,’ he muttered and crunched away across the frozen grass. And I was struck by how easily my arm had given up its position, like a leaf falling on seasonal cue, as if this surrender was preordained and nature was ushering in the future of singledom that has since come to pass.

That moment was an early warning signal, like a bell tinkling faintly in thick fog to warn of rocks ahead. So the end, when it finally came 181 days ago, was surprising not for the event, but for what Zanna still calls my disproportionate reaction. I did not struggle or cry out. I let Stephen sneak off at dawn without a word, for how can you cling on to what isn’t there? I packed my bag and flew back home to crouch cross-legged and hyperventilating in my sleepless bed as if each lung was a dying animal panting in my hands.

Zanna diagnosed a ‘viral grief’, which she had seen before, since Manhattan is years ahead of London in matters of the heart. So she marched me over to Finsbury Circus and into the consulting rooms of her private doctor who cradled her hand in both of his as if he might kiss it. ‘Geri needs to sleep and she needs to chill,’ Zanna announced, while I sat mute in a creaking Chesterfield. The doctor nodded gravely behind his outsize desk and took my blood pressure and I left with scrips for Valium and Mogadon. ‘Look around you,’ said Zanna as we stood on the steps outside. City workers streamed past on the pavement below us, shouldering their jackets in the August heat. ‘And remember who you are,’ she turned to face me. ‘You are Geri Molloy, the biggest producer on the trading floor. You are the girl who bagged the elephant and this is nothing more than a temporary setback.’

Zanna’s prognosis was largely correct, although I seem to have discovered some kind of biochemical resistance to sleeping pills which means I still average only 3.4 hours a night. But I am holding my own in some quantifiable ways. I am still doing 25 million dollars of business a month with Felix. I am still the number one call to Steiner’s biggest client. I have partially recovered my sense of humour. And my emotional lapses are mostly private although Zanna told me last night at Zafferano’s that they are leaking into the public domain.

‘You look—’ she scanned me up and down, considering a range of possibilities, ‘dismantled.’

‘I only just got back from Hong Kong yesterday.’

‘You don’t look good at all.’

‘I think I just need to eat,’ I tugged at my sagging waistband.

‘What you need is to cut down on this,’ she tapped a scarlet nail on the side of my empty glass. ‘A good night’s sleep would help,’ I rattled the ice cubes. But Zanna refuses to indulge my chronic insomnia, as if starving it of oxygen might make it cease to exist. I suspect she thinks I am either some sort of pharmaceutical mutant or guilty of gross exaggeration, so I have driven my debilitating frailty underground since I can’t anyway account for my nocturnal horrors or the suspicion that some small rodent is scurrying round inside my chest, its sharp claws palpitating the raw muscle of my heart.

‘You absolutely have to take that job in Hong Kong,’ said Zanna, batting the waitress away before I had a chance to order another drink. ‘Felix Mann is your meal ticket and it would be career suicide to turn it down, Geri.’

‘But I don’t want to go.’

‘You’ve got the biggest hedge fund in Asia eating out of your hand and he wants you out there where he is. In Hong Kong. Every other sales person on the Street would be chewing their arm off for this opportunity.’

‘I can do the job just as well from London.’

‘Well, your number one client doesn’t think so. And Felix calls the shots. You told me yourself that your competition is shipping out to Hong Kong – Merrill’s, Morgan Stanley, Goldman’s – they’re all putting salespeople out there just to cover him.’

Zanna tucked a shiny blonde strand behind her ear and leant forward, elbows planted wide on the tabletop, staring straight at me across knitted fingers. I stopped prodding the polenta and lowered my fork.

‘I know why you don’t want to go,’ she said and I recognised her look as the precursor to uncomfortable revelations about the state of a balance sheet or, in this case, the state of my heart. I have seen her assume this position in a boardroom, telling Steiner’s clients that their multi-million dollar investment is a dog and they should ditch the stock fast before it blows up in their face. Unlike many other analysts, Zanna is happy to nail her true colours to the mast when necessary and she never shies away from delivering the tough sound bite that will send you reeling.

‘You don’t want to move to Hong Kong because of Stephen.’

‘Not true,’ I croaked but I couldn’t offer any evidence to support this plaintive denial or any convincing reason for resisting what is clearly the logical career move.

‘Oh, Geri,’ she shook her head sadly, ‘if you lose Felix Mann’s business you’re history.’ And Zanna slid her hands wide on the tabletop like she was clearing space – for what? For the wreckage I am becoming?

‘You don’t know how weird he is.’

‘What do you care how weird your client is if you’re getting all his business? For Christ’s sake, Geri, he’s not asking you to marry him. He doesn’t even expect you to sleep with him. Apparently.’

At a table across the way a woman idly skimmed her fingertip around the edge of a wine glass while the man opposite her gesticulated in full and earnest flow. Zanna sighed, loud enough to be heard above the swishing of waitresses and plate clearance and the sudden clanking in my head like an empty tin can being kicked around the walls of my skull.

‘Anyway, you won’t have a choice because the Grope will make you go. Do you really think your boss is going to let you put all that order flow at risk?’

‘Felix did say he might call him.’

Zanna checked her watch and signalled for the bill. Her Sunday night rule is bed by ten except in exceptional circumstances, which this was clearly not.

‘Now, Geri,’ she leaned back in the chair, ‘repeat after me.’ And I had to return her smile because this is Zanna’s old trick and I’m always happy to play along since I’ve discovered it is curiously therapeutic to be led by the nose.

‘Repeat after me: I will move on.’

‘I will move on.’

‘I will give up on history.’

‘I will give up on history.’

‘I will go to Hong Kong.’

‘Why does everybody think I should go?’

‘Because everyone wants the best for you,’ she shrugged. ‘And you are letting things slip. Look, I’m just saying the hard stuff, the things that other people won’t say. One day you will thank me for all my good advice.’ She laid a cool hand on mine, gave it a little squeeze. ‘I am your most effective friend.’

Zanna may well be right about the slippage since it’s never great to wake up at 5:17 a.m. and find your torso on the floor, your legs up on the couch and the dog staring down at you with that look of creased sadness that is always so unbearable, even though I know it’s not sadness at all, just a jowly looseness around his golden snout. ‘Good boy.’ I ruffle Rex’s neck fur and he pricks up his ears as if he hears someone coming. I still catch him watching the door at night, the times that Stephen used to come by after a late meeting. Sometime Rex whimpers in his sleep, a weighted comfort on my legs. Perhaps he is in a dream remembering how Stephen used to throw the tennis ball for him with the straightarmed bowl of a cricketer and he’d scrabble on take-off like a cartoon dog, barrelling down the grassy slope, leaping awkwardly in the air on the bounce, tongue lolling, a little foam around his jaw. For it was Stephen who first introduced Rex to the art of retrieval – a skill that should have been instinctive for his breed – though he preferred to fetch within a tantalizing five-foot radius and dance over the ball, a habit that Stephen, who is intimate with the attributes of good gun-dogs, always took to be an indicator of shoddy genetics. Lately I notice Rex has begun to drop the ball directly by my feet as if he has suddenly decided to demonstrate his compliance, in case it was his stubbornness that drove Stephen away, like the difficult child who suspects he may be the cause of parental separation. Or maybe he is urging me to tell Stephen, as if this transformation in Rex’s skill might bring him back again and give us all another chance. He’s even taken to keeping the ball in his bed at night, as if to be sure he is fully prepared for the return that Stephen is never going to make.

The alarm bleeps in the bedroom and Rex nudges my chin with his nose. I turn my head sideways and this sudden movement unleashes a shooting pain in my right temple which I recognise as the cumulative effects of dehydration, jet lag, insomnia, malnutrition and the contents of the empty bottle on the floor beside me. The clock on the stereo says 05:22 and I feel I could lie here forever, like a car stuck in the ditch, wheels spinning with no rescue in sight. And I think: maybe this is burnout, maybe my life story as investment banker is morphing into a shabby decline and fall, a blazing star in the moments before it crashes to earth. So I lie here for a while scratching Rex’s head but in the end it’s his persistent whining that makes me get up and take him around Pembroke Square even though his walker will be here in a couple of hours. I step out the front door and into a head spin, just make it across the street in time to throw up in the icy gutter. After that I feel well enough to stand shivering on the edge of the pavement under the yellow glow of the lamppost, watching a light snow dust the railings of the garden square, and it seems for a moment like I’ve stepped out of the wardrobe and into Narnia. I’m half-expecting Rex to turn into a faun as he trots down the hushed street when I think, you know Geri, it’s time to pull yourself together, get a grip and some perspective, because it only takes one thread to start unravelling in your life and the next thing you know the whole jumper is gone. So I go back inside and take some Nurofen, some happy pills and a shower. Then I square up to the mirror, tell my pale reflection that I am in fact going to work, that I might as well just chin butt the day, get it over with and take what’s coming. ‘Because you are Geri Molloy and you have the City at your feet. It’s time to take the wheel and put your foot back on the gas.’

06:21

AND I AM MAKING PROGRESS NOW, moving forwards, doing 70 along a dark and deserted Embankment with the window open to a sobering sleet spatter and the radio spilling its urgent war cry out across the black river. A defeated French voice breathes softly into the broadcast: The time to act has come after we did everything we could to avoid it. No sign, I tell you none, has come from Iraq. And that was the French Prime Minister describing the failure of France’s last minute attempt to negotiate a peaceful solution to the crisis in the Gulf.

The lights on the corner of Queen Street are stuck on red and I inch a little over the white line. There is only one car diagonally opposite, coming north from Southwark Bridge and I want to screech madly forwards, but it would be insanity to draw attention to myself in this early morning desertion with a bucketful of vodka still pooled in my veins. Rain washes the empty streets and the radio keeps up its low volume war chatter. Answer me this? Would you pull out of your own house? Would you pull out of California? Kuwait is our territory and our province.

We are speeding toward the UN deadline expiry in three days’ time and it is just possible that the diversion of war in the Gulf might buy me enough time for this whole relocation idea to blow over. Maybe all hell will break loose next week with airports shut down, oil prices going through the roof and Felix will be so busy making money out of misery that he forgets the whole thing. By the time it’s over everyone could be dead, although Felix does seem unkillable, a post-apocalyptic spectre that will stalk the financial wastelands for all eternity.

Of course this entire mess is of my own making, since I am the luckiest girl in the City with the client that everyone else wants: the reclusive and unpredictable Felix Mann, the smartest guy on the planet. Poised on the peak of Hong Kong with his two billion stockpile of funds, Felix surveys the landscape of opportunity that crowds his global horizon. The rumoured rustle of his presence in the market can kick-start a lame stock and send it soaring to new heights, the whispered mention of his name can pierce the bubble of some chart topper, unleash a herd of ambulance chasers and a bloody plummet into oblivion. Felix is ready to pounce on anything that moves. His expert claws rip the meat from a whole range of financial instruments with an extraordinary ability to extract value from chaos. He stalks the battlefield carnage, picking at the bruised flesh of failed mergers and acquisitions, resuscitating dying deals. Wealth creation and wealth destruction, Geraldine. The most primitive of pleasures. Felix moves markets like Jesus walks on water.

‘So what the hell is it with this guy?’ snarled the Grope four years ago when he flew back from Hong Kong after Felix suddenly cancelled what was supposed to be their very first meeting: no reason, no excuse and no rescheduling. ‘Tell me what you know.’

‘Not much,’ I admitted, because the truth is that even after five years of coverage I have only an outline sketch of Felix’s identity: a nonspecific Home Counties accent, a wardrobe that reflects an impeccably British neutrality, no affectations or preferences, no family photos, no Ferraris airlifted in to burn off steam after a long day in the office, no appetite for showcase restaurants or vintage champagne, none of the usual trappings and accessories of Eighties’ Man. A telescope in his Peak-top apartment. A collection of old weapons and war photos in his office, otherwise a cold trail of personal clues.

‘I’m guessing Felix is thirty-something. Jacked in a Cambridge PhD and shipped out to Hong Kong years ago. No wife, no kids. Speaks Cantonese like a native. No one knows where the money comes from but the talk is it could be the Chinese government.’

‘And you’re the only one who can get past the gatekeeper. So what’s your secret, Geri?’

‘Kant.’

The Grope’s mouth flopped open.

‘No, Kant! As in Emmanuel. Felix has a thing for philosophy.’

‘Philosophy, huh?’ the Grope narrows his eyes. ‘What else?’

‘He likes to watch me eat weird Chinese food. Lizard skin, rabbit tendons, that sort of thing.’

Naturally the Grope suspects I am fucking Felix, or at the very least providing some sort of sordid sexual service and therefore putting Steiner’s order flow in jeopardy since I could be cast aside at any moment in favour of some sexual athlete. So every once in a while he hauls me off the trading floor and into his glass office to shoot the breeze, but I know he is really covertly checking me over for signs of wear and tear. Only last Wednesday he nabbed me just as I was leaving for Heathrow to bag Felix’s order for the China Fire block and he tried to act all casual by taking out his golf club. ‘You never played?’ he asked, positioning his Eezee Putt against the glass wall. ‘I used to spend all summer down the country club when I was a kid.’ But I told him that golf wasn’t such a big thing for convent schoolgirls in Dublin. The Grope took his time lining up, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, wiggling his hips. When he flunked the first shot, he held the club aloft to squint down the shaft as if his error might reveal a problem in the alignment. ‘PING,’ he said admiringly, ‘you know the story, Geri?’ and I didn’t bother saying I’d heard it many times before. ‘Karsten Salheim,’ he continued, ‘a lowly mechanical engineer at General Motors designed and made the world’s best putter at his home in Riverroad, California. Just like Microsoft, it all started in a garage.’ He leaned dreamily on the club and stared at his glass cabinet where a Stars ’n’ Stripes stands guard over the trophies and deal tombstones, lending the display a faintly funereal air and I imagined the Grope’s embalmed body laid out among his spoils like a relic of the American Dream, preserved in this airless shrine to watch over the trading floor forever.

‘Never too late to start,’ he offered me the Ping with an encouraging grin. ‘And it sure is a helluva day out with clients.’

I shook my head. ‘Felix hates sport. He thinks it’s the pursuit of primitives,’ and this remark had the desired effect because the Grope kicked the Eezee Putt to one side, tucked the little furry glove over his club and stashed it back by the coat stand.

‘I don’t know what you’re doing with Felix Mann, Geri,’ he said, ‘and I don’t want to know. Just keep it up and don’t fuck it up.’

It is six years and a lifetime ago since I first heard Felix Mann’s name and that was the same day the Grope threatened to rip out his fucking asshole. I’d been at Steiner’s for a few months and was with my old boss, Ed Karetsky, who liked to end an evening’s tequila slamming by climbing up on a bar stool to deliver Ivan Boesky’s famous speech to the Berkeley class of ’83: Greed is all right, by the way. I want you to know that I think greed is healthy. You can be greedy and still feel good about yourself. Ed had let me tag along to his meeting in the observer role of deaf and dumb graduate trainee, not realizing that by the end of that year he’d be breeding pugs in Illinois and – in an entirely unrelated but coincidental event – Boesky and the other 1980s corporate raiders would be behind bars.

As soon as we walked into the Grope’s office, Ed clicked his fingers to indicate the wall space where I could disappear. He slung his leg across a corner of the conference table, oblivious to the stink of trouble in the air, the white lips of the two hotshots from Capital Markets at the table, the back of the Grope’s head framed in the window like a warning sign. Ed stretched the elastic of his business school smile and just kept on swimming out to sea. Hey, guys, howya doing? Like they really had nothing better to do in the middle of a 200 million dollar stock placing for Cargo International than sit there and shoot the breeze, when upstairs Steiner’s client – the Cargo CEO – had popped in for an update on the deal only to find himself sitting in front of the screen watching his stock spiral down 15%.

All because Felix Mann had decided to sell the shit out of Cargo.

The Grope punctured the airspace in front of Ed with a sharp and steady finger. Karetksy. What The Fuck Is Going ON? Ed froze, forgot to paddle and his mouth filled with water, an Adam’s apple swallow jerked his tie knot upwards and he said, Word on the street says Felix is taking a run at Cargo. That he’s short selling the stock all the way down. Though we can’t be sure it’s him. The Grope thumped his fist into the back of the chair. It’s got Felix Mann’s butt-fucking footprint all over it. So YOU need to talk to him. Ed chewed his cheek and muttered Thing is he…uh … still won’t take our call. He looked down at the familiar landscape of his shoes and the Grope stared at his bowed head as if from a great height, although it was really only a couple of inches. This Cargo deal is sinking like a stone so I don’t give a shit what you do, Karetsky, you STOP this guy. I timed Ed’s silence. After seven long seconds he nodded and mumbled Yes, which was all you really can say in a room where the knives are out. But the truth was Felix could sell Cargo’s stock right down to zero if he wanted and there was absolutely nothing Ed could do to stop him. In fact, there was nothing anyone could do to stop Felix doing anything because no one at Steiner’s had a relationship with him back then. And although this was ultimately the Grope’s failure since he was Head of Trading and Sales, he needed to pass that efficiently down the food chain.

A sudden sunburst blazed through the window and the Grope flexed his shoulders, his white shirt flared yellow, like the rippling hide of a slow-motion lion tearing into a felled antelope. The two guys from Capital Markets tensed like a pair of craning coyotes and the Grope said the thing about Felix’s asshole and I thought: well that’s fine, but how can you rip out someone’s asshole if you can’t even get them to return your calls?

I half-ran along the corridor to keep up with Ed, scrambling for some upbeat remarks, trying to make him forget I’d witnessed his public humiliation, but it was too late, I had lost his good will. He stopped dead in the centre of the corridor, leaned in so close I could smell his mouthwashed breath. Go play with the traffic, Geri, he snarled, I’ve got some real work to do and he slammed through the double doors, leaving me to reflect on an important lesson that I was lucky to learn so early on: shit travels downhill, don’t you ever forget it.

Cargo’s stock fell 21% that day and the company was forced to call off the deal. Two months later, irregularities were discovered in their financial accounts, the CEO resigned on the back of the announcement and the whole embarrassing mess snowballed into a very public media witch-hunt, with Steiner’s name written all over it. Felix had made an estimated eight million bucks buying back his stock and emerged from the rubble making a lot of smart guys look very stupid indeed. In the dash for cover and the ensuing whitewash, there was a rash of internal changes in the chain of command at Steiner’s. A handful of analysts and bankers were quietly scalped for falling asleep at the wheel. Ed was sacked for running a sales force that had failed to develop a relationship with one of the most important clients outside of the US. When they came for him he said I guess I should take my jacket, huh, in a final attempt at gallows humour. Watch your back, kiddo he said to me but I just nodded. The rest of the desk buried their heads in the phones, shrinking from the noxious odour of failure as if it might be contagious. The security guard stood waiting by the exit like the Grim Reaper and Ed slapped him on the shoulder and turned to face down the trading floor. I love you all, you fuckers he bellowed but no one said a word and Ed walked out the double doors and was swallowed by the great sea, as if he had never been.

There but for the grace of God, etcetera, said Al. God’s got nothing to do with it, Rob muttered. Karetsky was always a tosser.

The general consensus at Steiner’s is that the Cargo fall-out cost the Grope about two career years. It was his second stumble on the power trip, the first was when his classmate James ‘Moose’ Hanson Jr made it onto the Operating Committee in ’83 and the Grope didn’t. So it’s no surprise that the Cargo experience has left him with an allergic reaction to Felix Mann, like he doesn’t feel safe in the jungle knowing that Felix could be out there sunning himself on a rock, waiting for the Grope to come ambling across his path with a nice big juicy deal between his teeth. But I actually think that what really bugs the Grope more than anything, maybe even more than losing out to the Moose, is the fact that that the biggest swinging dick in the investor community just ignores him, just refuses to take his calls. Even though he knows that Felix does this to everyone, the Grope can’t bear the snub. Because he can’t be entirely sure that it’s not personal, that Felix isn’t still smirking up his sleeve.

Years later, when I felt we’d covered enough ground, I asked Felix how he’d known about Cargo’s slimy dealings. I was sitting opposite him on a rickety chair in some hole-in-the-wall Kowloon restaurant, battling with the beginnings of a predictable nausea. Felix leaned over the mound of tepid food that crowded the table between us and said: The purpose of being a selective listener is to hear more clearly. To listen to the right signal, to eliminate the background noise.

The streetlights cut out and flicker as I accelerate into the dark sweep of Lower Thames Street. Past the blackened stone of St Magnus the Martyr marooned in a cluster of office blocks, Christmas lights still bobbing gently on the leafless branches of the churchyard tree and I wonder what gruesome death Magnus suffered. If it was worse than Peter’s upside-down crucifixion, Catherine’s wheel or Sebastian slowly bleeding to death gazing wistfully up at the heavens, the angels’ chorus bellowing in his ears as he reached that zone where pain is nullified by sheer conviction, transfixed by a dazzling vision of God’s open arms and the promise of luxuriant expiry in His holy embrace.

I round Tower Hill and head up Minories. Pass a lone cab and a passenger head bent over an open FT, weakly illuminated by the backseat bulb. It is 06:31, not yet the half-light and I am doing record time, may even be first in, apart of course from Rob, who cannot be beaten. I crawl past his 911 at the front of the underground Porsche pack, then hang a sudden wrench on the wheel just to hear the tyres squeal. Twenty-two minutes exactly to the lift, which notches down my five-week running average to 24.2. I press 15 and the talking doll voice cuts through the silence. Of course it’s entirely possible that Felix has already put his demand to the Grope. Perhaps the small matter of my consent to relocation has been overruled and I’ll be met by a one-way ticket to Hong Kong as soon as I hit my desk. Or maybe the Grope has been suddenly recalled to New York for an urgent strategy session on how to get Steiner’s through a war and still make a profit. Maybe all those marathons have finally caught up with him and he has keeled over with a massive coronary, is at this very moment being rushed to the Chelsea and Westminster, his wife sobbing into a monogrammed handkerchief, I told him he should take it easy but he’s always been a very stubborn man. His left hand scrabbles weakly at his face and the paramedic lifts the fogged-up oxygen mask from his mouth. His wife leans closer, straining to catch the last words of a dying man barely audible above the siren and the engine roar and the Grope jerks his head a full inch off the trolley, expiring with a blue-lipped rasp: Send the bitch to Hong Kong!
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THE LIFT DOORS GLIDE APART, I step out onto 15 and already I can feel the market pulse. On busy days you can hear the roar of the trading floor right here, a blurred wall of sound that hits you like a stun gun. Time decelerates to slow motion and I cover the twenty paces to the double doors like a drifting astronaut. There are guys who bless themselves on this spot each morning and once I saw Rob kneel down to kiss the carpet. For there is no place in the world quite like this and I pause for a moment at the gateway to heaven and hell, listening to the call of the wild, the stadium pre-match rumble, the sound of money being kicked around.

There are four parallel rows of screen-laden docking stations with a walkway loosely dividing Cash from Derivatives, thirty battery-hen slots in each row. A bank of wall-mounted clocks tells the time in every place that matters and right now we are between worlds: the Asian markets are closing, New York is fast asleep and Europe is waking up for business as risk is passed like a baton from one continent to the other in this twenty-four-hour relay. High up on the overhead TVs a muted Stealth bomber bisects one screen and, on another, a troupe of soldiers in berets and Ray-Bans trudge across a sandy plain. To my right the ticker tape runs last night’s closing stock prices above US Equities, a graveyard this time of day. The Grope’s glass office spans a half-width of the floor and, suspended from a coat hook, is the only visible sign that he is in: the green umbrella that doubles as a golf club in his rare frivolous moments.

In the dead centre of the floor Joe Palmer sits tipped back in his swivel with his feet up on the desk, studying the football pages of the Sun. Behind him on the Japanese warrant desk, fifteen traders maintain an uneasy silence while studying his body language for some clue to the day ahead. Twenty-eight years old and five foot six in his brogues, Joe has a tight, wiry body and the cadaverous complexion of the shift worker, his skin a dirty grey, his eyes always red-rimmed as if he is battling an allergy. He wears his trademark blue shirt and a West Ham tie in a lurid claret and blue. His nose is a little misaligned, the legacy of a punch up on the Metals Exchange when he was a new boy. This is apparently not noticeable when you look at him full face, which I have never had the opportunity to do, because Joe does not speak to anyone who is not involved in the Jap warrant business and Felix gives all his Jap orders to Nomura since they bring in all the hot new deals.

Joe and his army of traders are the most profitable on the Street and his own trading book is the most profitable on the floor by far – maybe 50 or 60 million bucks last year – and who knows how much squirrelled away in his personal trading account. The Grope treats Joe with the indulgence you would lavish on a favourite grandchild, tormented by the fear that he will be lured away by Nomura. But Joe seems to like it here, though according to Rob, all of this is second best because football is Joe’s real passion. He was signed by West Ham when he was a kid but a knee injury at seventeen cost him his future. Rob says one day Joe will buy a football club, that this is his dream, now that the first and real dream is forever denied him.

As I head towards my own window row, Joe chucks the paper in the bin, and stands up to begin a series of neck rolls. He has been here since 4 a.m. and already done his pre-market thinking. He has spoken to Tokyo and he will not speak to anyone on the floor until precisely 6:55. His traders shuffle and stretch and fidget with their keyboards, prowling back and forth to the water cooler, circling their positions like a pack of hungry hyenas. A heavy pall of smoke hangs over their Quick machines which I covet, mainly because the screens are so cute and compact and all the text, everything, is in Japanese. We are making millions out of this market without even one person on the floor being able to speak the language but, luckily for us, all the Japanese stocks have numerical codes so you know what’s going on even when you haven’t got a clue. The past five years has seen the Nikkei index more than triple and Joe and his team have been riding the wave of this bull market driven up by whispers of land banks, reclaimed marshlands out near Narita, minidisks, semiconductors and tiny mobile phones that the analysts predict will soon make our clunky Motorolas a thing of the past. I picture their warrants as little scraps of torch paper, magical promises that can evaporate like those fortune cookie wrappers that ignite and dissolve on the tongues of fire, the incantation of holy words like Sony and Canon and Toshiba and Kawasaki, those monoliths that emerged from the post-war carnage to raise billions of cheap dollars with low coupon debt in the financial nirvana of Japan and an expansion that seems unstoppable. Lately there is a whiff of things going bad out there with the banks teetering under their own weight, but whatever happens we still all believe that Joe will be the last one standing. He has traded the Nikkei all the way up and then last year he made a killing even as it screamed down 39%. And incredibly, despite being the biggest player in the warrant market, Joe has never set foot on Japanese soil. In fact, he’s never even been on a plane due to his pathological aversion to flying. This Christmas he treated his girlfriend to a Concorde trip to New York for a week’s shopping with her mum and her sister, put them all up in the Astor suite at the Plaza.

Of course it’s hard to sneer at someone’s phobias when they make so much money.
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‘Nice of you to pop in,’ says Rob as I approach. He sits hunched over a printout of his trading positions, his foot tapping as he calculates the risk of the dawning day. He does not raise his head.

‘Nice to see you too,’ I park myself on the edge of his desk. Tapered strands of brown hair rest on his shirt collar in a slight kink and I lean in to check the label of his tie. Rob won last week’s tie king competition when he arrived with what looked like a vertical pattern of dollar signs made out of rope but was actually a column of naked girls snaking all the way up to his half-Windsor.

‘Grope’s looking for you big time,’ he says.

‘Any idea what he wanted?’

‘Not as such. Could just have been the fact that he expected you to be here already. Of course we’re only on the brink of a major war here, no pressing reason to come in at all.’ He lifts his head, smiles. ‘So how was Honkers? Bring me back any juicy orders from the Cat?’

‘Where’s the Grope now?’

‘Big war chat upstairs somewhere. He’ll be down for the morning meeting. But I wouldn’t be in a hurry to find him, he’s been a fucking animal.’

‘What’s all this?’ I point to the mini TV perched on top of the Reuters screen, wires trailing over his desk.

‘Got IT to set me up with a front row seat for all the action. Just look at this shit,’ he jerks a thumb at a shot of last night’s candlelight vigil in Trafalgar Square and a close up of a woman wearing a placard around her neck that reads:

HOW MANY BODIES TO THE GALLON MR BUSH?

‘Give peace a chance, my arse,’ he grunts. The screen shifts to a still of John Major and Rob turns up the volume. Teenage boys murdered in sight of their mothers and sisters, their bodies left on the street as garbage. Those who caution delay because they hate war must ask themselves: how much longer should the world stand by and risk these atrocities continuing?

‘So what’s the word from the Grope?’

‘The usual: Keep your head down, no fancy stuff, but stay in the flow. T + three days and counting. Neeeeoooooommmmpugggggghhhhhhhh,’ and his right-hand span cuts a descending dash through the airspace.

‘You making money?’

‘Kerfuckingching.’ He taps his printout, for Rob is our lucky charm, the trader whose stock only rises and all the juniors stay close as if his pixie dust could coat them. When he first arrived the Grope had figured him for the Jap Warrant desk so he shipped him out to Tokyo to take the pulse. Rob spent a night at a club in Roppongi where the girls put minicameras in their vaginas that projected up on a big screen, and which he said was about as sexy as watching open-heart surgery. But he didn’t plan on playing second fiddle to Joe; he wanted to stake out his own financial territory.

Rob is crisp in a way the other English guys aren’t – snappy button-down shirts, shoes gleaming, a pristine shave. And he knows all about studying form and reading cues because his dad was a bookie so Rob used to spend Saturday nights at Harlow, crouched below the dog track with a bag of crisps, fiddling with the stopwatch, listening to the hum of the hare on the vibrating rail. One of the big trainers offered to take him on at fifteen but it was back at the bookie pitch that Rob felt at home. It was the chalked numbers on the blackboards, his dad yelling the prices and the punters scanning the odds, the men who blew their social on the first race, who’d trade their daughters for a tenner to stick on the next one, the late surge as the bell rang and they scurried over waving their desperate fivers, the crowd scrambling up the steps just as the traps sprung and the winning ticket and all of it over in thirty seconds. But Rob’s dad wanted something better for him and so did Rob. On his sixteenth birthday he went on a school trip to the Stock Exchange floor and he knew immediately that he was home and dry. He cut his teeth in Futures where he wore a candyfloss jacket and roared his order execution up from the pit. Rob still mourns the end of open outcry, the migration away from an exchange floor and onto the screen. And he still goes to the dogs; took a bunch of us to Walthamstow one night where men in anoraks sidled up to mutter in his ear and he moved easily amongst them, a prince amongst thieves in his sharp suit.

Rob’s got feel, his ear is finely tuned to the pitch of the markets and we have been comrades in arms since the very beginning six years ago when we met on rotation through the UK desk, sitting there wedged in between him and Jim Bain’s overflowing ashtray. See that chair you are sitting on? Know how much it costs to keep your arse in that seat? Bain showed his stained teeth. 250,000 dollars. That’s right, a quarter of a million bucks of allocated costs is what each trading position on this floor costs. So you two bozos are nothing more than overhead and don’t you forget it. Bain jabbed my shoulder. And you’re a Paddy, so you’ve got to work twice as hard.

He wandered off, hitching his trousers and Rob leant in close, his eyes clear blue with tiny creases in the corner of the lids. Top of the morning, he grinned and I felt the smile spread across my face: we were the rookies but we were also the future and already we could sense that Bain was history. I am hot to trot, sitting here with these old fucks. I am itching to get my hands on a trading book. Just you wait, G, you and me, the dream team.

‘So how was your trip anyway?’ he offers me one of my own cigarettes. ‘Another dodgy dinner date with your number-one client? What did Felix make you eat this time?’

I lean into the cupped flame and am overwhelmed by a wave of nostalgia. I long to rest my head in the shell of Rob’s hands, to lay my cheek against his starched shirt, inhale his moneyed cleanness and tell him that Felix is forcing me out to Hong Kong and away from all this and I don’t want to go, that there will be all this distance and a parallel life that carries on without me while I am outside the walled city of my comrades in-arms. For it was Rob who held me 152 days ago when I was ambushed by someone’s sudden enquiry after Stephen and fled the heaving Jam Pot, holding my breath and the tears, elbowing through the Friday night crowd, rushing down the alleyway. ‘What’s all this then, G,’ his arms encircled me on Lombard Street and he stroked my head while I cried into his shoulder, closing my eyes on the night around us. Rob held me for a long time with a surprising gentleness. I could almost imagine that it was Stephen, my hand inside his jacket felt the warm steady beat of his heart and I might even have drifted off for a moment into the sleep that had previously deserted me, there by the steps of the Royal Exchange with the comforting rumble of cabs, the tyres squealing on the damp street, the closing-time hurry of passing heels.

‘I can’t have you hanging on to me all bloody night,’ Rob raised my chin. ‘I’m only flesh and blood after all.’ He touched my cheek with his knuckles and kissed me on the forehead. ‘You can do much better than him, y’know,’ he whispered and waved me off in a cab.

‘You all right, G?’ Rob looks up at my pricking eyes. A squawk box blares unanswered over on the Jap desk where the boys are huddled round Joe now for the countdown to their OTC market open.

‘The smoke,’ I blink, already walking round to my window seat on the opposite side.

‘Actually I was giving odds on you getting stuck in Hong Kong for the whole war,’ he calls out behind me. ‘What d’you say we all go and get blasted tonight. Or shag, your choice.’

‘Remind me how much I didn’t miss him over the holidays,’ says Al as I sit down at my desk.

‘We call it Christmas in this country, mate,’ says Rob but Al ignores the bait and twirls a little Stars and Stripes between thumb and forefinger, the phone crooked underneath his chin.

‘Nice flag, Al. Very patriotic.’

‘We’re going in real soon, Geri,’ he clicks the mute button. ‘Thursday is my guess, soon as the UN deadline expires.’

‘Al’s got it all figured out,’ says Rob from across monitors. ‘Got a hot line to the Pentagon.’

‘Under cover of darkness,’ Al continues. ‘These Iraqis won’t know what hit ’em. The TV’s gonna be awesome.’ He clicks his receiver to live and plants the flag in a blob of Blu-tack on top of his Reuters.

I prop my feet on the rubbish bin that sits between our desks and doubles as a footstool. Al is the perfect desk mate to have on a trading floor because he is very neat and does not mind my untidiness or object to my smoke. He always has a supply of pens and chewing gum and he does not floss his teeth in public which is a habit that seems to be gaining ground on the floor recently. And Al also keeps a huge pile of research reports by his desk, neatly filed by date order and sector, that comes in handy for the clients I have who are not Felix and are actually interested in what Steiner’s strategists and analysts have to say. Before Al was dispatched to London from our mother ship in New York, I used to sit beside Matty, who was fired for lying about an army career he never had. According to our mole in Human Resources, Matty admitted in his termination interview that he had lied about pretty much everything on his CV: he was not a county tennis champion, he never climbed Kilimanjaro and he did not have a pet cobra called Hector. None of this surprised me or Rob, since Matty had lied all the time to the few clients who would take his call, but also because Rob had been round to Matty’s place in Fulham after a night’s drinking and, when he asked to see the cobra, Matty said Hector was probably hiding in the chimney because snakes like the dark. But he wouldn’t let Rob use a torch to look and there were no signs of any reptile paraphernalia anywhere. When we asked Matty about it the following morning he just said Oh yeah, shame, Rob, ’cos Hector came out shortly after you left.
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‘BANDAI, YOU FUCKING MORON,’ roars Joe Palmer with a phone clamped on either side of his head. He whacks one receiver on the desk and yells ‘ONE TWO’, then he rams it back in his ear. ‘You hear that, you shithead? TWO HUNDRED at nine and a quarter. I am buying two hundred fucking warrants of Bandai from you at 29 and a quarter.

‘BANDAI’ he shouts to his traders, ‘hit the decks, pay up to 31,’ and the boys hurl themselves on the direct lines to the competition and in a 90-second run-around they take out all the available supply of Bandai from the Street. Joe’s fingers fly over the Quick keys like a stenographer, then he leans back, pats the single cigarette in his shirt pocket and watches his assistant add up the blue buy tickets. Rob reverses his swivel across the walkway and gives him a high-five. No one else would dare touch Joe, not since we once saw him punch an Ops guy flat out on the floor over some trade input error. In five hours’ time he will be quietly planting the victory flag on the hill and he will take out his only cigarette of the day, which he will sit and smoke in absolute silence while his assistant tallies up the numbers. At 14:25 he will take his jacket from the back of his chair and walk over to the glass office where the Grope will leap up all toothy smiles and fuss over him like a grandma. Sometimes I wonder what they talk about, what the Grope’s declarations of love are. How the big Yankee Wasp does manto-man with this Essex boy whose girlfriend fills his thermos and packs his snack box every morning. They can’t shoot the breeze about skirt because Joe is known for his disapproval of indiscriminate shagging. Joe is a family values guy who still has Sunday lunch with Mum and Dad. At exactly 14:50 he will stand up and the Grope will open the glass door and walk him out to the elevator and Joe will go home for a kick-about and a sleep and return refreshed the following morning at 4 a.m. This ritual is never broken.

‘Word on the street is Bandai is going to start making edible underwear,’ Rob returns to tell us. ‘All those sex-crazed comic readers are in for a real treat.’

‘So that’s the big research story,’ sneers Al. His dad didn’t spend $40,000 a year on Columbia tuition just so Alexander could coattail a casino market like Japan where fundamental research counts for nothing and barrow boys buy on the rumour and sell on the news and wind up earning five times what Al does. And of course Al himself is feeling pretty smug about the downturn in the Nikkei since he’s been saying for years that the bull market has sinister overtones, that it’s Japan’s revenge for the bombing of Hiroshima, that Asia as a whole represents a fatal threat to the US economy because all their Toyotas and Hondas will force the Cadillacs and Chevrolets off the road and into extinction, their imports will flood the American markets and a teetering trade imbalance will topple us all into the sea.

‘Hey, Geri, Geri, you gotta listen to this,’ Al snaps his fingers, points to the phone crooked in his shoulder. ‘I have got the ultimate shithot war trade,’ and he taps his pad where he has scribbled the words VULKAN VALVE.

‘Jurgen, my man,’ Al shifts the receiver close to his mouth. ‘I have come to tell you how to play this war.’ He kicks his chair out of the way and starts his sales march backwards and forwards between the window and the row of desks, ever since he read an article about how standing up improves blood flow to the brain, Al makes all his sales calls upright. And as he launches into full flow beside me I can tell by the smooth patter that he’s been flogging this idea for a couple of days now.

‘But, Jurgen, just because Switzerland is neutral doesn’t mean you can’t come to the party. So here’s what I’m telling you. A Saudi wellhead is only 20 metres across, and that’s like way too small for the Iraqis to take out.’

When I started pulling in big orders from Felix, I used to think it would really get under Al’s skin, him sitting beside me watching me chalk up the numbers, but he seems to relish it, as if there is some reflected glory in being my desk mate. So despite the fact that his sales numbers are a fraction of mine and his dogged pursuit of clients yields limited results, he still looks after me like an older brother. In the fallout after Stephen he behaved as if my broken heart was an extra presence on the desk that needed special care. He would surprise me with coffee in the morning or the avocado and mackerel pitta from Nadia’s that he knows I like. And he was scrupulous about inviting me to any social event that came up. He even suggested I try my luck with his expat friends while he tried out mine. A sort of dating club for two. We could like, you know, hang out at the weekend.

Thanks but no thanks, Al. I mean I just have things to do, you know, Rex and stuff.

She’s walking the dog, mate, quipped Rob. That’s girl code for fuck off.

Shut up, Rob.

Only kidding, G. But Al’s right, you know, said Rob. You need to start getting out.

Al slaps the desk with his free hand. ‘Whoa there now, Jurgen, don’t forget the MiG-29 Fulcrum: Mach 2.3, 30mm gun, six air-to-air missiles. Now that baby might be Russian but it’s still one of the best fighters around and I would not want to be the guy sitting in a British Tornado staring that in the face. Luckily, there are only forty-eight MiGs in Baghdad, as far as we know. Which leads me straight to the reason for my call: Vulkan Valve.’ He gives the phone cord a triumphant belt. ‘No, no, it’s a British company. No, NO, Jurgen. Not American, British. Footsie listed. Vulkan Valve has been around forever. A solid electronics business with increasing involvement in defence – comms systems, that sort of thing. And you know what these geniuses at Vulkan Valve have come up with? You know what the hot new defence must-have is? MSTAR. M-S-T-A-R,’ his right hand twangs the phone cord in time with each letter. ‘So what’s MSTAR you say, Jurgen? Well, let me tell you. MSTAR is short for Man-portable Surveillance and Target Acquisition Radar. It’s a new – and this is crucial, Jurgen – portable radar system. Imagine a tiny little dish no bigger than a – than a – Frisbee.’ Al pauses and draws an imaginary Frisbee circle in the air in front of him. ‘A tiny little Frisbee that gives you 180-degree cover over a range of sixteen miles. And so light you can carry it around. This baby can sniff out the enemy and provide exact positions. I mean if you want to kill people, you need to know where they are, right, Jurgen? Now MSTAR is state-ofthe-art hardware, hot off the production line at Vulkan and rushed out to Saudi as of last week. And take it from me, if this puppy does what it’s supposed to do, everyone is going to want one. You know how many defence budgets around the globe are getting beefed up in size as we speak? This is what I’m saying, Jurgen. Let’s try and be clever about this war. Let’s try and be ahead of the pack. The Vulkan Valve chart might look like a dog to you now, but just you wait till those MSTAR orders come rolling in and that stock takes off. Forget de-fen-sive, Jurgen, I’m saying let’s go ballistic,’ and he punches the air.

Rob holds up a Post-it and gestures at Al who leans in to read OXYGEN THIEF, while Rob is eye-rolling and mock-gasping for air. And I surprise myself by giggling because every time Rob does this in response to Al’s high-pressure sales pitch, it is somehow just as funny as it was last time. Al gives him the finger and retreats to his desk, thwacking his phone cord against his leg.

‘Like the man said, Jurgen,’ he continues, ‘the meek shall inherit the earth but not its mineral rights.’ I know this quip is straight from the book he keeps hidden in his drawer called Wall Street Wit, and I also know that Jurgen doesn’t get the joke because his English is not good enough, so he is not laughing like Al, who is chuckling into the phone now as he begins winding up the call. Without an order. And this is the nub of the problem: Al is great at coming up with stories but his closing skills stink. The Germans and Swiss appreciate his diligent attention to detail but he doesn’t know when to hit the pause button. He buries clients alive with his spiel, I can picture them gasping for air as another shovel of clay hits them in the face. Al just doesn’t see that sales is seduction, it is dialogue, not monologue. Just shut the fuck up and listen sometimes, I said to him last year when he was panicking because his numbers were flat and the Grope was leaning hard. What you hear is worth much more than what you say. You’ve got to put yourself in the client’s shoes. But like most guys in this business, Al thinks it’s all about him and the logic of the pitch. So he’d rather showboat than pay attention to what kind of performance pressure his clients might be under in this business of ego damage and repair. He doesn’t try to imagine being Jurgen, sitting there in his dingy little cubicle at SK Zurich, newly promoted and scared shitless now that he is finally behind the wheel of the European fund just at the very moment that the world is staring down the barrel of a gun. Al won’t hear the whimper in Jurgen’s voice as he watches the world square up for war, he won’t think himself into performance pain and until you become the only warm embrace in this bleak and hostile world, you will never have the client safely in your grip.

‘Sure, Jurgen, sure. I’m going to be watching Vulkan real close and I’ll be back.’ Al hangs up and stares admiringly at his latest new toy – a black mug with “Greed is Good” emblazoned in gold on the front. His desk is an installation homage to Americana, and each time he returns from a trip home, he brings back a little souvenir. There is an NRA mug with the right to bear arms on one side and the pursuit of happiness on the other; a Coke bottle opener; an IBM drinks mat; the weighty pewter Bull & Bear statuette his father gave him when he got the offer from Steiner’s; a collection of pencils with Columbia logos; a selection of Ivy League mugs that I am under strict instructions never to use; a basketball hoop that hangs on the wall behind us. Al keeps his Red Sox mitt in his locked top drawer since the last one disappeared and caused a lot of bad feeling. A varsity pennant hangs from his phone hook and the back of his chair has got a Route 66 sticker on it even though it is generally considered bad form to personalise chairs on the floor. And I see Nantucket ’90, a new photo of Al in cut-offs leaping for a volleyball on white sand.

‘You should personalise your space, Geri.’ He has seen me looking.

‘With what?’

‘Some stuff that means something to you.’

‘A bottle of vodka,’ Rob cuts in. ‘And a pack of Silk Cut.’

‘How about a picture of Rex?’ says Al.

‘That’s lovely that is,’ says Rob, ‘a picture of her fucking dog.’

‘Or on vacation,’ Al nods at his photo.

‘One with your kit off,’ Rob snorts.

‘I don’t remember this being a three-way conversation,’ says Al.

I offer Rob a dark frown and then, to Al, I say, ‘This is not my dorm. I don’t actually live here.’

‘Geri,’ Julie’s voice leaps out of the squawk and I look up to see her standing up at her gatekeeping post right in front of the Grope’s glass box, gesturing urgently. ‘He wants to see you.’

‘How about later, like after the morning meeting?’

‘Right now,’ she cuts me short and watches like a hawk as I cross the floor, as if she senses I could disappear down a rabbit hole at any moment.

‘Close the door,’ he says as I turn into his office and I’m remembering six years ago when I showed up here for interview and the Grope asked me what I really wanted out of life. According to him, I said I want to get my teeth into something, but all I can recall is that he was the first man I’d seen with manicured hands. He had this trick of seeming not to breathe, a fat-fingered corpse propped up in a grey carver, no blinking, no rising chest, no visible signs of life. But like everybody else on the trading floor, I soon learnt to see it for the play-dead tactic it was, how he could lull you into a false sense of security just before unleashing his deadly strike. Like watching a fucking alligator, said Rob when I shared this observation. The whole thing about reptiles, yawned Al, his laundered arms stretched in a hand-lock, is they have this transparent shield that covers their eyeballs so they don’t need to blink. It’s not like a deliberate thing. Rob shook his head mournfully, Life’s just too short, mate, and walked away, hands in pockets, sleeves up. Always the sleeves up.

‘Great job last week on China Fire,’ the Grope rolls into position behind his desk.

The truth is my big ticket with Felix on Thursday was a breeze since he had already made up his mind about the deal before I even arrived in Hong Kong. Steiner’s had a client with a block of China Fire shares and a real nervous disposition who was forecasting World War 3 and wanted to liquidate his position before the first shot was fired in Baghdad. Felix was the obvious buyer; there was nothing I could tell him about China Fire that he didn’t already know. So we could have done the business on the phone, but a ten million dollar trade was a good excuse for him to make me fly out to Hong Kong so he could arm-twist me about the relocation. First he let me run through the sales patter for the benefit of the two bifocalled gophers who stood hovering on the boardroom threshold waiting for an entry permit. One of them moved to slide a business card in my direction and Felix fixed him with a stern glare. He doesn’t encourage fraternisation and I have never met the same analyst in all the time I’ve been coming to see him. After five minutes Felix dismissed the two lackeys with a terse nod and they slunk out of the room. Felix sat facing the door as if expecting an assassin. I waited, silent. I have long since learnt that opening gambits bore him, that he prefers to take the lead.

‘You know that Goldman’s are putting a sales person out here in Hong Kong next month, Geraldine. One of their top producers, in fact. A major commitment to the region.’ He positioned his Mont Blanc in a precise alignment with his notepad. ‘Apparently they think locally-based global coverage is exactly what I need.’

‘Yes. We should talk about that.’

‘We are talking about it, Geraldine.’

Of course we both knew that he could short-circuit the whole discussion with one call to the Grope and force the issue, but Felix prefers to amuse himself by toying with my feigned insouciance in the face of his smothering possession. It is control and its boundaries that keep him interested.

‘And what are Steiner’s plans for their Hong Kong clients?’

‘You know we are totally committed. It’s a question of—’

‘I must confess that I have noticed lately a certain lacklustre quality in your performance, Geraldine. Speaking frankly, I think you would find that Hong Kong is the kind of environment where you would flourish.’ Felix raised a palm to silence my intervention. ‘And, of course, you wouldn’t want the competition to steal a march on your business.’

‘Yup, another great trade with Felix Mann,’ says the Grope and leans towards me. ‘And now we need to have a whole other conversation about him.’

I focus on the dead space between his eyes, tell myself this pulsing heart is just the booze and the lack of sleep. The intercom beeps. ‘I have Tokyo on the line,’ Julie interrupts.

‘I said no calls,’ he snaps.

‘Yamamato-san says it’s urgent.’

‘Goddamit.’ The Grope slaps the desk.

‘And they need you upstairs before the morning meeting.’

He frowns, checks the clock and pushes back from his desk. ‘There’s a very big opportunity coming your way, Geri. And we need to talk about it the minute I get back.’

He strides out of the office, leaving me sitting here staring at the TV and Saddam in his open-necked fatigues.

But this is no more than a temporary reprieve; all that’s happened is I’ve bought a little extra time before I try to explain why I don’t want to shift my ass to Hong Kong, for reasons that are not entirely clear because nothing is clear anymore, though some clarity might emerge if I applied myself to proactive thought instead of guzzling vodka and popping pills. Is Zanna right, is it really the vain hope of Stephen that makes me cling on to the non-life I have here? I am struck by the crazy thought that I should just ring him now, a desperate impulse to call and beg for his advice, but even if I could scale the 161-day ice wall of our silence, what would I actually say? The fact is I wouldn’t make it past Alison, she would happily call-screen me into oblivion on the private line that Stephen never answers. Sorry, Geri, he’s in a meeting, she used say when I rang in from trips, in a way that made me certain he wasn’t. If I said I’d call back, she’d say the meeting leads straight into another meeting and all the while, in my head, I’d be carefully de-beading the strand of pearls around her neck and forcing them down her throat. I’d picture her sitting there, wondering if she could get away with not telling Stephen I called and if she did, how she would barb-edit the message. The power of being on the spot when I was ten thousand miles away. Ever since that night in Grodz when she overheard me say to Stephen it would be like fucking a fish or something. But he would never sleep with Alison, even I could tell she would cling on like dog hair, it could never just be the one fuck. Otherwise they have the same genetic profile, an intimacy with horses and Klosters and top-ranked public schools.

Sell water to a duck, fuel to a fire, a cure to a dying man, Stephen used to say to wind me up. Because he operates, of course, on a higher plane. Stephen makes history, not sales. He doesn’t trade tickets, he delivers vision. Stephen raises the capital that bankrolls corporate ambition. He doesn’t dance to the tune of the markets, he pioneers virgin territories, each new deal another chapter in the ongoing evolution of investment banking, another leap forward in mergers and acquisitions. He creates complex financial structures like a child dresses a doll in different outfits. In order to execute this important task, he had to organise it so he was born in the right hospital, went to the right prep school, bagged his Cambridge First and took his MBA at Harvard. Stephen has a direct line to the jugular while the rest of us suck on veins.

You have to have a nice speaking voice to work in Corporate Finance. You have to be able to hold your drink to work on the trading floor.

Behind me through the open door I hear the roar of another’s day’s business. Right now I should be warming up for the high point of my sales day, my phone audience with Felix, but I cannot muster the enthusiasm. Kant’s treatise lies unopened on my desk although Felix told me I was to apply myself as I was leaving his office on – when? Friday and a lifetime ago. But I have not applied myself one little jot and he will use this as further evidence of my accelerating decline. There is only one way down from the pinnacle of success and that is a nosedive into oblivion.

The fact is Felix could pull the plug on a whim and I have to guard against complacency. Such an undisciplined mind, he snapped some weeks back when I slurred through a critique of Kant’s Formula of Autonomy. Such laziness, Geraldine. When the line went dead I could feel the cold rush of career disintegration in my ear, for this was a foretaste of what would happen if I managed to detonate our exclusive relationship. I would find his direct line on auto-divert to his secretary, the past five years would count for nothing, Anna-Li would no longer recognise my name and I would face a future cradling an empty dial tone, that sound you never want to hear: the windswept wail of a salesperson who has lost a client, like a child screaming for its mother.

Zanna is right: Felix owns me body and soul. He structures my day and my compensation curve, a steady upwards slope to last year’s peak: $872,678.14 (Base compensation $150,000 + Discretionary bonus of $722,678.14, excluding unvested stock options). Felix is the reason why my numbers exist and the reason I get paid what I do. He knows I know this, but Felix handles bonus numbers with the distaste you reserve for other peoples’ shit. I trust events yesterday were to your satisfaction? he commented on the morning after Comp Day in December. Fine. Everything’s just fine, which is how I always respond, DESPITE the fact that I bet I still attract a chick discount, some sort of arbitrary but in-excess-of-30% female cut, based upon Steiner’s assumption that my career longevity will not match the guys around me, that it will be short-circuited by the ticking of a biological clock that will one day catapult me off the trading floor and into a Bulthaup kitchen. But I let it lie, because, hey, what’s fair? You’re only as good as your last trade and since when was I a feminist anyway?

A shout goes up behind me, I turn my head as the Warrant desk erupts into frenzy, all the traders are on their feet and yelling down the phones. Already these glass walls, the whole floor, is bathed in soft focus, now that I may be forcibly removed from the place where life first took shape. Something in an inaccessible place that feels like my gut is telling me that I just don’t want to leave. That I just don’t want to take the next logical step in the career ladder that began with a chance encounter in my final year at UCD, when all I longed for was flight. But isn’t this everything I came looking for and more? Isn’t this the most spectacular success?

For ten years since he emerged from the mists of Cambridge, Felix Mann has carefully constructed his own legend. But I imagine a beginning, some moment where he raised a sudden head from his books and stared into a future of petty squabbling over journal articles, frantic whispering over professorships, the breathtaking irrelevance of a life’s research that would only ever amount to a soundless drop in an indifferent lake. I see him standing up abruptly, the scrape of his chair reverberating down the corridors as he flings open the college doors and disappears into a bright light. Felix walked away in search of a real-world blood sport where he could beat others at their own game, the Philosophy post-grad with no formal business training who jacked in a brilliant academic career and unearthed a treasure trove of assets that would give him the opportunity to flex his outperforming muscle.

Ten years is a lifetime in this business, the stuff of folk memory.

The view from Felix’s Hong Kong fortress on the 31st floor of Exchange Square Two is littered with the sprawling bodies of enthusiastic bankers who crash and burn at his door, offering third-hand information and a menu of redundant services. Felix has never needed any hand-holding or breathless sales patter, he doesn’t believe that the hungry beaks can tell him anything he needs to know in order for his fund to make a rumoured and consistent in-excess-of 40% return. Before me, he never spoke to a single sales person; execution only was always his policy, a non-partisan and strict division of non-Jap orders between the golden triangle of Morgan Stanley, Goldman’s and Merrill’s, with the occasional crumb dropped at the feet of the squawking competition whenever some deal inadvertently fell into their incompetent laps. Felix routed his orders straight through to the head trader of the relevant desk. He positioned himself as a reliable cornerstone in new issues, ruthlessly exploiting his barometer position in the pricing. You get Felix to commit to taking down 15% of a deal and you’re home and dry.

So five years ago when I first announced to the rest of the desk that I was going to cold call the largest private fund in Asia, everyone sniggered at the idea of a rookie sales person thinking she might succeed where countless legendary big-hitters had rammed their heads on an unrelenting stone.

And when it worked, when I first had incoming from Felix Mann, they stood there gobsmacked, only to dismiss it later as the natural advantage of pussy. No offence, Geri, but a bit of skirt will get you there every time.

But I knew it was something else that had caught his attention.

It was 22 February 1986, some months after Cargo and Ed’s demise and I was sucking wind on a virtually non-existent client base, when a blow-in from the New York office who was my temporary boss threw me a phone list one morning and said, ‘Go fish for clients in Asia, it’s virgin territory.’ So I flew out to Hong Kong to meet a bunch of smalltime institutions who liked free lunches but had little business to give. But my real target was Tom Castigliano, Steiner’s dealmaker who had been based in Hong Kong for a couple of years, and had just succeeded in engineering a rare audience with Felix to discuss a complex restructuring for some Australian mining company. It took twenty-four hours of persistent pleading and ego-massaging flirtation over margaritas in the Captain’s Bar but Tom finally relented and agreed I could tag along to the meeting with Felix Mann – on the strict proviso that I would be a bag-carrier with no speaking role. Eleven minutes into the torturous permutations of the deal, when Felix told Tom to change a few parameters and rework the pricing, I forgot my promise and reflex second-guessed an answer before Tom had even started working it out on his bond calculator. Felix’s eyes registered my presence for the first time. He leaned back in his chair, tapping his pen on a notepad and ran a few scenario analyses by me as a test, instructing Tom to check my numbers on his calculator. Then he stood up and said, ‘My, my. Quite the little performer.’ Showing his yellow teeth. ‘Sadly, an obsolete talent these days,’ he added and pointed at the HP10 before ushering us out of the room.

‘So what is it, like a photographic memory thing with numbers or what?’ Tom asked later in the sinking lift.

‘It’s just seeing connections. Order. Sequence,’ I replied.

I wondered if he was pissed off that I’d stolen the show. But I have since understood that Tom is a visionary pragmatist who adapts to the prevailing landscape, knows there are always other thunders to steal and had already realised how useful I could be. So when the doors shuddered open onto the foyer, he turned the full glow of his fuck-me eyes onto my face and smiled, ‘You could make a killing card-counting in Vegas with a trick like that.’

But our unarticulated plans for sex were scuppered when I arrived back at the Mandarin to a message from Felix’s secretary that he was expecting me for dinner that evening. I turned back to the street for a forty-five minute Dress Emergency, whipping through boutique rails of backless-strapless nothingness until I decided on the 500-dollar ambivalence of a forest-green silk suit. The faint flame and mandarin collar would tell Felix I hadn’t gotten the wrong signal, hadn’t confused him with the kind of client who spends his evening in a champagne drool down the front of your dress.

Felix’s uniformed driver bowed and led me from the hotel lobby at 7 p.m. ‘Where are we going?’ I asked the back of his shaved head but his peak cap didn’t respond. I smoothed the careful folds of my skirt as the car glided away from Central, away from the elegant hotels and the clustered nightlife I knew, speeding down into the tenemented harbour hell of Wan chai. The car stopped in a side street and I looked through the darkened window down an alley where a dog nosed through a jumble of rotting garbage.

‘There must be some mistake,’ I said when he opened the car door, my sandals hovering delicately just above ground.

‘Please, Miss Mowoy,’ said the driver and pointed to an opening in the wall where shredded blue and red plastic strips dangled in the evening breeze.

Two men sat cross-legged and smoking on a low step, squinting impassively at my legs. On the opposite side of the street, a thin-limbed boy crouched on the ground, poking a gecko with his finger. A chicken came hurtling through an open door and stopped to shit by the boy. The car moved off and I pushed through the entrance, colliding with an elbow-height old woman who pinched my upper arm and pushed me towards the threshold of a room packed with smoking locals. There was a sudden lull in the chatter as they watched me make my way towards an empty table in the middle of the room and I sat down to a mutter and a sharp burst of laughter.

‘Geraldine. Delighted you could make it.’ Felix materialised at the table, in full evening dress, a naked bulb casting orbs of shadow below the sockets of his cold tea eyes, his thinning black hair swept smooth and sparse over a pallid skull. ‘I thought you might find it interesting to see where the natives go.’ He turned to the old crone and issued a rapid-fire sequence of Cantonese while she sucked loudly on her gums.

Felix sat down and took a pen from his jacket pocket, scribbled on a notepad and slid the page towards me.

[image: image]

‘1.08,’ I said. ‘That’s if two decimal places is close enough for you.’

Felix stroked a thumb tip along the inside of his watchless wrist.

‘And the sum of the series?’

I picked up his pen and wrote: [image: image].

The old woman shuffled to the table and set down a chipped bowl in front of me. ‘Aren’t you eating?’ I asked Felix, sweat seeping though the forest of silk as she returned with a platter piled high with the smell of fetid decay.

‘Thank you, Geraldine, but I prefer to eat alone.’ He laid one bony hand on the other and leaned forward. My trembling palms slid on the impossible chopsticks while Felix smiled and watched me eat and gag and eat and gag my way through a stinking procession of dishes, describing each arrival with painstaking detail: ‘chicken hearts on sticks, a rather vulgar snack popular with cinema crowds; deer tendon, requires the precision of a scalpel to cleanly sever it from the bone. Ah yes, bear paw, a northern delicacy with a host of medicinal properties. Did you know that the Romans used to eat flamingo tongue?’

A pale lizard picked its way along the edge of the table and Felix grabbed its tail. ‘Transubstantiation, Geraldine. A rather troubling concept for an Irish Catholic child I would have thought – eating the flesh and blood of the grown-up baby Jesus?’ The light bulb flickered above our heads. ‘I don’t remember ever thinking about it,’ I said, looking away from the spasming body that dangled in the eye-level space between us.

Felix clicked his fingers and the muttering crone appeared with a small stemless glass of what looked like red wine that I immediately drained, choking mid-swallow on the viscous metallic swill.

‘Turtle blood,’ Felix smiled. ‘Strictly speaking, a Taiwanese speciality.’

I lurched away from the table in a blurred stagger, the old woman pursuing me with a stream of high-pitched squawking, the sound of laughter and clapping from the other tables. She shoved me out the back door into a shed where I bent double in the near-darkness and spattered my dinner into a black hole in the ground. She handed me a stained grey towel and I wiped the vomit off my sandals. ‘Water,’ I said holding up my hands, and followed her back inside to a sink full of dirty dishes. A fly buzzed just beyond my nose, the tepid tap water trickling over my hands. She handed me a plastic cup with a flood of encouraging sounds and gestures and I drank the clear liquid that smelt reassuringly of chemical oblivion, holding out the cup for a refill. When I returned to the table Felix stood up and bowed, thanked me for a delightful evening and led me out into the alley where his driver stood by the open car door. I got in and we sped off, a wordless drive back to the hotel where I stumbled out of the lift and onto my bed, to lie in the darkness under maximum air con, breathing a slow struggle against the churn in my stomach.

At 7:30 the following morning I got a discretionary order for five million bucks worth of S&P futures contracts, phoned in by Felix’s assistant while I was still puking my guts out all over the hotel bathroom.

A week passed back in London and Felix didn’t return my calls. And then one morning a shout came through on the squawk box that he was on the line. My hand hesitated over the receiver, Al and Rob staring at me in slack-jawed disbelief.

‘Geraldine.’ Felix’s voice like a light wave. ‘What’s your bedside reading these days?’ I turned to the wall and told him I was looking for recommendations.

‘Principia Mathematica. Call me tomorrow at 8:15.’

I spent all night poring over the musty hardback that I had tracked down in the Kensington library, a 1963 second edition, last borrowed on December 1972, thinking, where shall I start, what kind of test is this, what does Felix want to hear? I flicked to the appendix: Truth Functions and Others. According to Frege, there are three elements in judgment: recognition of truth, the Gedänke, and the truth-value…

At 8:16 the following morning Felix asked my opinion of Whitehead and when I put down the phone thirteen minutes later, I knew that I had bagged the elephant. My sales numbers rocketed and within four months I was the biggest hitter on the floor, generating eighty million dollars of orders and fuck knows how much trading p&l. Every head-hunter in town was leaving cryptic messages on my answerphone, wanting to buy me a drink on behalf of Goldman’s, Merrill’s, whoever, but I never returned the calls. Steiner’s was right up there in the bulge bracket and I’d found my place in the sun, so why would I ever want to leave?

So now I cover Felix on everything that moves – stocks, derivatives, bonds, commodities – wherever he wants to go. He told the Grope I would be the only point of contact, the only voice at Steiner’s that he wanted to hear. ‘One-stop-shopping’, I believe you call it, Felix’s faint message like an old recording on the answerphone that the Grope played back to me in his office. Every morning for the past five years, Felix has taken my daily call at precisely 8:15. He never asks what Steiner’s strategists are thinking about the markets and he hasn’t the slightest interest in anything our research analysts have to say. Instead he begins each call by asking me what I have read from the list of philosophical and mathematical texts he has prescribed. Sometimes he wants me to quote entire passages or formulae, more often he will ask a question only to cut me dead mid-flow. Sometimes he just listens without remark. And these are the toughest calls, hunched over my desk amid the flickering screens and the purring phones and the roar of business, holding forth to a silent long-distance audience of one. When Felix has heard enough he says, ‘Thank you, Geraldine.’ As a reward for this service, I receive a party bag of two or three substantial ‘No Limit’ orders, one of which is guaranteed to inflict some pain on the traders.

Out of all the bobbing heads in the sea of banking, all the barking seals voice-trained to perfect sales pitch, Felix has chosen me as the interesting diversion in his day, the research experiment that he might have undertaken if he hadn’t found academia so lacking in thrill and excitement. I am the engaging lab rat with the curious facility with numbers, and it seems Felix finds it amusing to test my outer limits, to explore the line between what I can absorb and what I can understand. Investment banks are usually so unimaginative in their hiring policy. How refreshing that Steiner’s should have found such a gem hidden away in a third-rate university in Dublin. I am a favourite pet, a beacon of entertainment in his outperforming day, an antidote to some bone-crushing monotony, the taste other people leave in his mouth, a dry and bitter acidity, an undisguised contempt. There is no one who keeps me amused like you do, my dear. I know that Felix sees my circus trick as a delightful affliction, a genetic fault, a deformity that fascinates. He is conducting pressure tests on a rare specimen to get a clearer view of what lies behind. Felix wants to know if my maths talent has real potential, if I can apply myself to original thought. Science is what you know, my dear, philosophy is what you don’t. Did you know that the great Mr Russell did most of his thinking as a teenager? In fact he’d already stumbled on Descartes’ ideas long before he actually read them. Felix has told me he is delighted that I paid so little attention during my undergraduate days in Dublin since too much study of old philosophers creates the illusion that everything has been already thought of. The young Mr Russell spent most of his time thinking about maths and God, concealing his theological doubts in secret code lest it cause his family pain. Your intellectual laziness intrigues me, Geraldine. It is as if something has dulled your appetite for all that you could become.

He is right, of course, although he doesn’t know why. Felix is inching closer, can smell my reluctance, maybe even suspects that which only I know: how the numbers can cloud and swim in my line of vision, how they threaten to obscure everything, their horror seduction pursuing me through the night hours. The curve of a three, the suggestion of a seven, the swimming fluidity of an eight, the compulsion to connect, their screaming demands, the drain on my attention. The slow reveal of a sequence, the fear that I may somehow lose myself in the numbers, that they may one day suck me dry.

But as long as I have Felix Mann’s account I am untouchable. And if the Grope could just figure out the key to Felix’s twisted heart then he could sleep easy. Every night Felix is with me as my head hits the pillow, and I know without ever having to be told, that if I didn’t do my reading, there would be no forgiveness, there could never be an excuse.

It feels like phone sex, I said to Stephen once. So your client gets off on philosophy? So what? He turned the pages of his weekend FT. Just go with it, Geri, don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

But every morning at 8:15 it feels like I’m sitting naked from the waist down, feet pressed up against a glass wall, my quivering thighs splayed wide so that Felix can inspect the bits he’s paying for, the thing he owns.

06:58

‘HE WON’T BE BACK NOW till after the morning meeting, Geri,’ Julie appears in front of me. ‘Are you OK?’ she bends down, peering at me with a frown. ‘You look—’

I lean forward but the effort of rising from the chair is beyond me, there’s a rush of fluid to my head like I’ve driven over a bump. Julie shoots out a hand. ‘Steady,’ she grabs my arm. ‘You look like you’re going to faint. Lean over and put your head between your legs.’

‘No chance.’

‘Well, sit still then, don’t move and I’ll get a glass of water.’

I close my eyes. Breathe. Think of a number, any number, say 167. Which is how many days it’s been since I last saw Stephen in the flesh. He’d left it two weeks since the Venice dumping to collect the last of his possessions from my place. There was less than might have accumulated during the four years of our coupledom – some shirts, books, a pole that had been separated from its ski. At least you weren’t living together, said Al. As if there is an arbitrary scale of collateral damage associated with a break-up where the maintenance of separate homes is taken as an indicator of a lack of commitment, rather than the by-product of an excess of income and a shortage of time, so that when everything falls apart it is supposed to be less upsetting, less painful than if you had been cohabiting. As if wealth is a fire blanket that insulates you from pain.

Stephen was not red-rimmed or dark-eyed when he called round. He showed me how polite evisceration could be done with panache while I stood affecting nonchalance in my own hallway, hands wedged in the back pockets of my jeans, trying to short-circuit a trembling sensation that was creeping down into my fingers. He was sporting a pink check shirt I’d never seen and wearing deck shoes without socks, the pale instep showing as he balanced his leg on the chair to sort through some CDs. And I was staring at his instep while he chatted on in the manner of a friend who had popped round on their way elsewhere. Perhaps an impeccable prep schooling includes lessons on how to handle awkward aftermaths with aplomb. Stephen always exuded the charm and good manners of a Foreign Office diplomat. First they offer you a sherry and then they stab you through the heart. He could talk his way out of a bandit emergency on the Khyber Pass.

I felt a lurch somewhere below my ribs and a dizzying drop in temperature as if warm fluids were being drained from my body and replaced by a formaldehyde chill. Stephen would have noticed the telltale signs of personal carnage: overflowing ashtray, dirty glasses on the floor, my unmadeness like a scripted response.

When it was time for him to leave Rex tried to shove past through the open door so I had to grab his collar. Then he lunged and I banged my head on the wall, ricocheting into Stephen who dropped the shoebox of CDs and it descended into pantomime slapstick with him making solicitous enquiries about my forehead and me trying to shovel the CDs back into the box and Rex dropping his tennis ball in between us. I kept my head bowed so my hair would hide the tears that must have been unleashed by the blow to my head, because I could not believe that I had any left for us. Ice maybe? said Stephen. Just leave, I said and grabbed Rex, held his wriggling body tight while Stephen closed the door behind him and Rex sloped off to his bed in the corner, looking reproachfully at me as if to say, it’s your fault, you blew it.

Oh, Geri, said Zanna when she called round that afternoon and found me with a pile of photos dumped on the floor. You thought he was coming back, didn’t you? she said, ferreting out my misplaced hope that Stephen’s return might have been a ruse to confess his loneliness and retract his terrible error with an admission of undying love and a plea for forgiveness that would end with us collapsing in each other’s arms. But Stephen is, as Zanna would say, so over me. And the fact that he could be bothered to call round to collect a bunch of possessions that he could easily replace was simply further evidence of the fact that he had already left me a long time ago.

Zanna was right. Zanna is always right about the ring of steel that encircles the heart.

‘Take this,’ Julie holds out a plastic cup. She nods approvingly, watching while I drink. ‘If you don’t mind me saying, Geri, you’ve lost a lot of weight recently’ – and I have to admit that it may be some time since I have eaten. She opens her mouth as if to say more but decides to hold her fire. Instead she waits, twisting her engagement ring, the one we all saw before Tim’s Christmas proposal when Ruben showed up from Hatton Garden, his coat pockets stuffed with shedloads of gear that he carts across town. He does quality gear, none of your rubbish, said Rob as we crouched down by my desk. Like you could tell diamonds from paste without looking at the price tag, I snorted. I’m thinking emeralds to go with her eyes, said Tim, carefully tipping the velvet pouch on to my notebook, holding the ring up to the overhead light. Pay attention, Geri, said Rob, ’cos this is the closest you’ll ever get to one of those unless you buy it yourself, his face so close I could see his scrubbed pores. I mean, you’re not really the marrying kind, are you, G? You’re not interested in all that? Am I right? and I laughed because laughter heals a sting, a sore that goes unnoticed until it’s scratched.

‘How do you feel now?’ Julie asks, all worried frown. I stand up unaided and turn towards the floor and the open door where life is playing out before us. Over on the Jap desk Joe Palmer is yelling at Tokyo on the hoot ’n’ holler. Skippy Dolan stands tall on the Block Desk with his middle finger spiked in front of him. There’s lots of air punching going down in France and over by the window I can see Rob in what looks like a face-off with Al.

‘Like a million dollars,’ I say and spread my arms wide. Julie smiles in broad relief, for I have been returned to my familiar self and this is the Geri we all know and love.
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