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Author’s note





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





I’M ABOUT to blow up a cow.


Not an inflatable one. My lips will not be involved. A real one. An actual bovine monstrosity.


It’s standing quietly, chewing moronically on some grass, about thirty yards in front of me. It’s vaguely off-white, not the clean Friesian black-and-white I’m used to in England, and it’s tethered to a wooden stake.


I’m crouching behind a fence, preparing to fire an ex-Soviet rocket-propelled grenade launcher – an RPG-7 – that is going to convert my vegetarian friend into lumps of red meat.


Why am I doing this? Because I can. I’ve never done it before and I’m told it’s interesting. I’ve done everything else. Well, everything you can do unless you’re the president of the United States. I haven’t declared global thermonuclear war. Not yet, anyway.


So here I am, a former investment banker who made out like a bandit – arguably was a bandit – but who escaped before the full awfulness of the crash and squirreled away his haul, his billions, in a mega scam before the music stopped.


I was short. And I don’t mean physically challenged (although I am). Indirectly, I’d sold the shares not only of my own company, which I was steering resolutely on to the rocks, but also of every other firm. I knew the whole industry would be caught out when the world finally woke up and realised that investment bankers were indeed naked emperors, wandering around in the ultimate glass house, their firms trapped in a cycle of inter-dependency that meant when one went down, they all would. And I was certainly going to make sure that mine did.


I was running the Erste Frankfurter Grossbank, the biggest bank in the world (at least by some measures), and with remarkable prescience I saw the crash coming and, with some well-placed co-conspirators, made my plans. We were short when it made sense to be, placed our bets ahead of the crowd – big bets – and my friends profited handsomely.


And so did I. Privately. And Grossbank was brought to its knees by its own management. By me. And then the whole pack of cards came down.


All those trillions that were pumped into the system by the world’s central banks had to go somewhere, didn’t they? For every trade in the market there are two sides, a buyer and a seller – or, in this case, a winner and a loser. I was the winner.


None of it was public. I was chairman of Grossbank, a pivotal figure for the biggest player in the market, and of course, my actions were always in the interests of shareholders, employees, customers, market counterparties, regulatory authorities and all of our other stakeholders.


Yeah, right. When the banking sector collapsed and share prices fell through the floor, the smart money made billions.


I like billions.


The cow turns its head and looks in my direction. It’s a Cambodian cow. That’s where I’ve been since faking my death – a melodramatic simulated death plunge from Blackfriars Bridge onto the heavily-cushioned deck of a barge owned by an associate of mine.


So now I’m a dead man. Officially. Now I have a new name. I’m no longer Dave Hart. Pity. I liked Dave Hart, was kind of used to it. But now I’m someone else. And I’m here in Cambodia, discreetly enjoying whatever pleasures remain to the jaded, saturated, cynical, worn-out ex-investment banker who’s finally come to the end of his road.


This is what the Cambodians allow super-rich hedge fund managers, private-equity gurus, investment bankers and other grotesquely wealthy, time-sensitive, adrenalin junkies to do to their livestock for what they think is a lot of money. Stupid? Of course they are. But it’s amazing what poor people will sell for the wrong price. Speaking as a rich person, I have no problem with that.


I squeeze the trigger.


‘Th … whoooop!’


A brief kick in my shoulder and out it goes. The ex-Vietcong instructor gives me a supportive pat on the back as the projectile flies high in the air, missing the cow by about ten yards. I wish I could have tethered some of my old colleagues from Grossbank there but obviously that’s not practical, though it might have improved my aim. We wait, and after a few seconds the grenade explodes somewhere vaguely in the distance. I hope it didn’t hit a village.


Big loss of face. Or not. I’m paying the fees, after all. My instructor shouts at the black-pyjama clad team members who have appeared from nowhere and are untethering the cow to bring it ten yards closer. Whatever happened – or didn’t – was clearly their fault. He berates them appropriately and nods at me encouragingly. It’s just a matter of time. 


They reload me and I stare down the sights a second time. The cow fills them completely. I can see nothing other than the cow. I know I’m an investment banker, but surely even I can’t miss?


‘Th … whoooop!’


Gotcha! Awesome. A huge thump, followed by a flash and a bang, and lumps of meat are flying through the air.


Thought you could defy me, you fucking bovine loser? Think again. You are Lehman Brothers in my sights.


Then something wet thwacks me in the face, something clingy and unpleasant. Something that bursts my bubble …




 





I’M AWAKE.


My eyes open and I stare at the fan on the ceiling. I’m lying on a monster-sized semicircular bed that is covered with beautiful, naked Cambodian women with long, dark hair that reaches almost to their waists, their bodies still glistening with the oils they rubbed into each other and then into me. Full body massage by numbers. Why choose when you can have them all? I count six, seven, eight of them, all stunning, lithe and, most of all, available. They are snoozing, or pretending to, after the exertions of last night. Or, at least, the pretend exertions. I didn’t make much effort myself, just took in the show and let them do their stuff.


There are guys who call them LBFMs – Little Brown Fucking Machines. I hate that term. For one thing it’s inaccurate. These girls suck as well. Boy, do they suck. And they have wonderfully delicate hands, and some of them have an amazingly firm grip. And the best part of all is the well-oiled body-to-body massage. I’m no misogynist. I love women. All of them.


Or I used to. 


I glance down at an empty bottle of champagne in an ice bucket. The ice has long since melted. There’s an ashtray next to it with a couple of cigar stubs and a lot of ash. The detritus that remains from another great time. Yeah, right. I’m getting bored with all these good times.


There was a moment last night when one of the girls was kneeling at my feet, about to go down on me, staring up at me with her huge, dark eyes, and she asked if I was ready. Ready? Me? Is the Pope a Catholic? But, then it struck me, just how unexcited I actually was at the prospect of yet another technically perfect, brilliantly executed professional blow job that meant absolutely nothing and would be forgotten the next day.


The problem with meaningless, empty sex is that it’s so meaningless and empty. Better a well-intentioned amateur who puts her heart into it than the most technically perfect professional who really doesn’t care.


When a man tires of blow jobs he tires of life. Surely a man in his forties can’t tire of life? I should have decades of blow jobs ahead of me. Am I having a nightmare? Is that what my future holds? Desperately searching the globe for something stimulating to do, because I’ve ticked all the pleasure boxes I know and I can’t live without the possibility of something new?


The problem is I have to remain hidden. I committed the perfect crime, a crime which no one knows has been committed and, anyway, they all think I’m dead. Ask the average banker if he’d turn his back on his life and disappear forever, given a few billion to cushion the blow, and he’d say yes in a heartbeat. I did. But now I’m more than nine months into my new life of anonymous super-wealth and I’m already regretting it. 


The point about success is that you enjoy it principally through the eyes of others. People who spend their lives in the jungle of the City are fundamentally empty on the inside. I know I was. I believed in nothing, wanted everything, and my goal was to have more and more. Of everything. Money, power, possessions, booze, drugs and, of course, pussy. But I wanted most of it, not for the rush it gave me, which was only ever temporary, but because others didn’t have it. Or, if they did, I got there first and had more than they did. And that’s why I came up with the greatest scam of all time.


And it worked.


It worked because a few of us, myself on the inside and my two co-conspirators on the outside, brought down the global financial system. It needed an insider. I was that insider. I drove Grossbank onto the rocks and, in the process, blew the whistle on the rest of the major investment banks. I called time. But only when I was ready and my friends were ready too.


Rom Romanov was the big financial muscle, awesomely connected in a London-Russian-global-Jewish kind of way. Hugely wealthy, a man of a certain age who appears totally ageless, dark-haired, fresh-faced, apparently woken from whatever cryogenic chamber the undead are kept in. He even has a clammy handshake. But there are worse sins. At least from the undead.


Bang Bang Lee is easier. He’s a classic Chinese tycoon, known for his propensity for offering competitors two lead injections in the back of the head, which makes even the most difficult counterparties review their position. It’s amazing how often people see sense once they have the time to reflect. 


So Rom and Bang Bang are friends and collaborators. And billionaires – even before the crash. Now they won’t have enough fingers and toes to count their billions.


They brought a lot of other people in too – friends of theirs, Chinese tycoons, Russian oligarchs, Mafia dons and cartel chieftains. The villains had a good crash.


Some people would feel uncomfortable about that. Not me. Markets are morally neutral swings and roundabouts. And as an investment banker, I really don’t care who the winners and losers are, as long as I get my cut. And I certainly did – the biggest ticket of my life.


Which makes it strange that I really don’t feel happy. Or proud. Or even satisfied. They say it’s better to travel than to arrive. But what if you arrive and nobody notices? Something’s missing. No. Someone’s missing. The only person who could really touch me.


Two Livers.


The woman I’m thinking of is unique. Yes, yes, they’re all unique, but this one really is. Laura ‘Two Livers’ MacKay – the smartest woman in the City of London – named for her massive capacity for consuming alcoholic drinks of every kind while remaining not just bright, sober and charming, but utterly, timelessly, breathtakingly beautiful. An intelligent blonde who could melt my heart.


While I was sailing away into history, she was round at the Bank of England, desperately trying to save the firm. Someone had to.


Christ, how I miss her.




 





I’M IN a cage underwater, attached to the back of a large motor cruiser, breathing off a regulator which is attached to a compressor on the boat, staring out into the deep blue waters of the Pacific. The boat itself is superbly luxurious. I could afford to buy half-a-dozen and not even notice, but I’m following the golden rule of wealth preservation: if it floats, fucks or flies, rent it. Beside me, an instructor shares the cramped space in the cage, scanning the ocean around us.


We have full face masks and a radio that allows us to talk.


He’s shaking his head. ‘I’m sorry, this has never happened before. That huge one seems to have disappeared.’


The giant he’s talking about is a great white shark, all of four metres long and with the kind of cold, killer eyes that I never saw on the trading floor. At least not at my firm. I heard that the US firms might have been different.


Anyway, we’d been circling in the boat for the two hours, searching the sea for fins, dragging lumps of tuna on lines behind the boat and tipping buckets of blood into the water. Finally our patience was rewarded, not just with fins, but with an explosion of activity as the bait was taken. The lines were severed by rows of razor-sharp teeth and a huge predator cruised past, its head breaking the surface as it seemed to stare up at us, weighing us up as its next potential meal.


Another day, another adrenalin rush. Cage diving with a great white shark. It’s there so it had to be done.


I’d shaken off the topless blonde Ukrainian who was massaging suntan oil into my shoulders. I’m wearing tiny Speedo budgie smugglers and she’d offered to cream me up everywhere if I was willing to do the same for her. What could I say? I’m a guy. Don’t expect depth. But she’d still be there later, so I headed below with my instructor and kitted up in double-quick time, climbed into the cage and we were lowered to the optimal viewing depth. 


Which is when nothing happened. As soon as I entered the water, the shark circled once, having a look at us, then took off. The crew kept throwing in buckets of blood and dangled more lumps of tuna next to the cage, but it was hopeless. So they keep us down there for another twenty minutes because it’s possible the shark was spooked by an even bigger shark – the only thing that scares a great white is an even bigger great white – and there had been reports in the area of a monster up to six metres long.


But if there’s a monster around, I figure it has to be the one in the cage.


The instructor turns to me and points to the surface with his thumb. I nod and they raise the cage and release us.


When we’re back on board they all look uncomfortable. They say that they have never seen them behave that way before. Its fins broke the surface, heading fast away from us, as if all it wanted was to get out of Dodge.


There isn’t much I can say, so I crack a few jokes about ex-bankers and professional respect, but privately I see it differently.


Living this life has made me toxic, even underwater.




 





I WISH I was at Duke’s – the hotel in St James’s Place. Or, more specifically, the bar where Alessandro – London’s finest barman – produces the best dry martinis on the planet. And I only drink Uluvka, the world’s best premium vodka. When it comes to indulging myself, I like to think I’m not only knowledgeable, focussed and determined, but utterly uncompromising. If self-indulgence were an Olympic sport, I’d be a gold medallist.


The act of preparing a martini is an art in itself. A sort of hushed reverence surrounds the ritual by which pre-chilled glasses are anointed with the tiniest hint of vermouth before frozen vodka is poured in and a twist of fresh lemon added, in a precise, unhurried process that defies the pressures of the twenty-first century.


No matter how much I try – and I have, in countless places all around the Pacific Basin – no one has come close to matching London’s finest. Which is irritating, because being super-rich is supposed to mean I get to have it all. And the thought of never going back there again is intolerable. What are my billions for if I can’t get a decent martini?


On the other hand, being dead has its lighter side.


The best bit was the obituaries. I’d never really thought before about the process by which lives are assessed, summarised, put on paper and preserved for all time. Real life is full of ambiguities, half truths, accidents and happenstance. Life in the obits is linear, deliberate and one dimensional, with only the occasional allusion to the multiple shades of grey that make the real thing infinitely more interesting than the 2,500 words squeezed between a World War Two fighter ace and a long-retired chief government scientist.


I could detect the hand of Ball Taittinger, my ace public-affairs advisers, and specifically the Silver Fox, their sixty-something, seen-it-all, smooth and charming chairman – at least in the friendlier ones: ‘… the greatest banker of them all, a man who built the biggest firm in the world only to see it crash before his eyes as the result of market forces beyond his control. But unlike lesser men, he took responsibility for what he felt was a failure of leadership, and he paid the ultimate price.’


I read these sitting in the sun on a beach with perfect white sand in Thailand, the sound of the ocean gently lapping against the shore in the background. I had the whole place to myself, except for the beautiful Thai girl whose head was bobbing up and down in my lap while I flicked through the papers. Dead? Moi? You must be kidding.


All the obits mentioned the fact that my body has never been found. Of course it hasn’t been found. I still have it. It’s where I live. But they don’t know that, and it adds a touch of mystery and glamour.


But some of the other remarks were less flattering. ‘He lived life to the full’ was probably the most euphemistic, penned, I suspect, by the Silver Fox or one of his team, in sharp contrast to others. ‘He was a notorious womaniser and bon viveur, frequently under the influence of drugs and alcohol, even while at work, and determined to push the boundaries of excess to the limit.’ Well, yes, but what are boundaries for? And are you jealous, or what?


Another mentioned the succession of lawsuits from female employees claiming sexual harassment that plagued me at Grossbank. As if history will give a damn about whines from the little people who won’t even merit a footnote.


Yet another described me as having a naturally addictive personality. Well, yes, I’m addicted to pleasure. Isn’t everyone? It’s just that some of us do something about it.


I felt a strange detachment from the things I read, as if they were written about someone else, which, in a sense, they were. But the memorial service was different.


The memorial service was held at St Lawrence Jewry, the official church of the Corporation of London. Three hundred people attended. Three hundred! If you want a packed church, die young. The whole of the City establishment was there, presumably because for one hour, starting at eleven o’clock that Thursday morning, it was the place to be and to be seen. The greatest irony was that, like almost everyone there, I was – and still am – an atheist, but that minor detail shouldn’t get in the way of a good show.


The reality in twenty-first century Britain is that money is the one true god. We all defer to it, and I suppose people realised I had a lot of it, so deserved respect. They had no idea quite how much.


Looking at photos of those who attended, the people I worked with for years, my friends, my comrades in arms, I felt … nothing. I recognised people whose fortunes I had made with my decisions in the annual bonus round, with a move to Hong Kong or New York, a promotion, the authorisation for a particularly risky trade. And there were others there whom I had destroyed with a signature on a piece of paper or a click of my mouse to send an email. Sometimes they were the same people, with only an alarmingly short time between the two moments. It rarely had much to do with talent or hard work, or even that most fickle of mistresses in the Square Mile, actual success. When you play in the high-stakes room in the casino, you don’t complain when you win, and you shouldn’t when you lose, however random, arbitrary and utterly unfair it all seems.


And then there was my ‘family’, that is to say my ex-wife, Wendy, and Samantha, the daughter I never bothered to know, but for whom I cleaned out Hamleys and the toy department at Harrods on countless occasions. She’s almost seven now, and what amazes me most of all is my complete absence of curiosity about her. She’s a stranger and I see no reason to change that. Does that make me a monster? Or just a realist? All I see is another appalling Chelsea teenager in the making, yah-yahing her way along the King’s Road, wearing the same awful skinny jeans, Ugg boots and hoodie and spending her time building up to the amazing moment when Rupert or Rodney, a handsome but vacuous, well bred but inbred twenty-three-year-old estate agent, who served in the Guards or the Cavalry, will ask her to be his bride: ‘Daddy, I’ve got wonderful news! I’m engaged. Rodney asked me to marry him!’ Yippee, squeal, jump up and down, put the hand out for the wedding, the honeymoon, the starter apartment near Sloane Square, the little BMW to run around town in, and eventually the private room in the Lindo Wing at St Mary’s Paddington as the babies pop out and then the school fees fund, and the whole self-perpetuating charade grinds on. Why can’t I get excited about it the way other fathers do? They do, don’t they? They always say they do.


I’ve learnt that Wendy has engaged some expensive probate lawyers to fight about my estate. She had a shock when she learnt about my will. Apparently, she doesn’t see the funny side of my leaving everything to the Battersea Dogs’ Home and thinks she should have it instead – for Samantha’s sake, of course.


There was one heart-rending moment, just one, when I flicked open The Times and saw a photo of Two Livers, radiant in a black dress – it looked like silk, by Chanel – with a matching black wide-brimmed hat with a veil, being supported by the Silver Fox, sombrely dressed in a dark suit and tie, leaving the service, visibly distressed.


I carried that image round in my head for months, imagining her tears. What must she have thought? Would there forever be a gap in her life? She’s still in her thirties, her whole life ahead of her, but can there ever be someone like me again? 


Impossible. But it doesn’t stop me scrutinising the gossip columns and the announcement pages of the British press from afar, torturing myself that she’s decided to settle for second best and is about to announce her engagement to some unworthy, unrighteous moron who couldn’t possibly deserve her.


Why do I miss her so much? Was it the sex? Well, that goes without saying. She was the only woman I ever met who knew without fail when to be a goddess – slow, languorous, divine in her sensuality – and when to be a porn star. She could do both, and did, but it wasn’t just that. There was something more. Was she my soulmate? Of course not. I don’t have a soul to mate with. But even so, it makes me think. She was the one woman who never bored me.


With others, it could take as little as a few hours, sometimes minutes, before I was mentally yawning and checking out, sometimes literally looking over their shoulder to try to spot someone – anyone – more interesting. They say we can always forgive those who bore us, but never those whom we bore. I don’t know about that. If I was lucky it lasted weeks, even months, but that was rare. Even with my ex-wife. Especially with my ex-wife, which tells you just how ill-judged that relationship was. How many times was the sex just a form of displacement activity, a way of making time pass until I could do something more interesting, or at any rate lose myself someplace else, generally with chemical assistance? Probably most of the time. After the first thousand there’s really little new that any woman has to offer you. I know. I’m shallow. Profoundly shallow. Shallow all the way through and then some. And no doubt psychologically and emotionally inadequate. I think you have to be to make it in investment banking. Maybe self-awareness at least makes me honest. That would put a positive spin on it. But with Two Livers it really was different. With her I was the one who had to do the running to keep up. She made me raise my game, made me think and, in the end, made me better. Or, less bad.


On reflection, being dead isn’t much fun at all. Even dead rich doesn’t help. This can’t go on. In the long run we’re all dust, so while we’re here we need to do things. Real things. Eventually hedonism becomes boring. We need to be stretched and tested. At least I do. All my life I’ve struggled – well, relatively – and now I’ve got the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, in fact a super-jum-bosized one, I see just how worthless it is. Not that I’d ever give it back. But I want other things more now. Things I haven’t got.


I need a nest. Banal as it sounds, I realise it’s true. Or at least I think it is. Could I really settle down? Probably not for long. But with Two Livers there might be a chance.


A memory comes to mind. It was a Saturday afternoon, a couple of years ago now, and I was spending a lazy day at Two Livers’ place in Mayfair. She had a giant-screen TV and I was flopped on a sofa watching a rugby international from Twickenham. England were kicking the arses of the Welsh. What happened next is as real today as it was when it happened, and I can still recall every detail.


Two Livers comes in, wearing a skimpy tennis outfit.


‘How was your lesson?’ I ask.


‘Fab.’ She leans forward and kisses me. ‘I’m hot. I’m going to take a shower. Do you want a beer and a blow job first?’


‘Sure. Why not?’ 


She disappears to the kitchen, where I hear the sound of a bottle top being removed, then comes back, hands me an ice-cold beer, kneels down, slips her top off and starts to unzip me.


‘Oh, and after the match I want to run through my thoughts on the Asia-Pac conference.’


‘The what … ?’ I look at her, puzzled.


‘The spring conference we’re organising with business leaders from across the region. You’re giving the keynote address. I’ve drafted your speech. You’re going to say some radical things. They won’t know what’s hit them.’


‘Radical? Oh … sure, great.’


Maybe a similar sort of thing was happening in millions of rugby-watching households up and down the country.


Then there was my birthday. I think it was the same year. We had dinner by ourselves at Restaurant Gordon Ramsay in Royal Hospital Road, Chelsea, still the best restaurant in London, and afterwards went to Mimi, off Berkeley Square, for a nightcap. Two Livers was wearing a vivid red ‘look at me’ cocktail dress by Zac Posen, with diamond cluster earrings by Graff, and predictably turned every head wherever we went. As did I, but only because they were all thinking, ‘Who is that guy and how come he won the lottery?’ That’s where we ‘bumped into’ Anne-Marie Chantalle, the stunning nearest thing the French have to an equivalent of Two Livers, but brunette, with smaller breasts than Two Livers’ perfect 34DDs and what the French call a ‘gamine’ air to her.


She was sitting alone at the bar drinking a champagne cocktail, wearing an Emilio Pucci peasant-style lace-up top that she’d left invitingly open at the front to show she was bra-less underneath, with tight knee-length leather boots and bare, tanned legs that were begging me to run my hand up them to discover whether she’d dispensed with underwear altogether for the evening. Anne-Marie runs a small investment banking boutique in Paris, and I’d wanted to hire her – and much more – for years.


There were squeals of ‘surprise’ from the two ladies, kisses on each cheek, more cocktails, then it was back to my apartment. I was in the kitchen opening another bottle – or was I scoring another sneaky line? – either way, when I came back into the living room the ladies were gone. I could hear them in the bedroom and quietly opened the door. They were naked, save for their jewellery – always a nice touch – and making out on my mega double bed. They looked up. Anne-Marie spoke first.


‘The birthday boy. Come on, Dave. Déshabille-toi.’


What followed was one of the all-time great experiences of my life. So good, in fact, that I regretted the drink and the drugs, because I wanted to feel every second of it and imprint it on my memory forever. When they had finished with each other, they went to work on me. Together. But it was my birthday, and I suppose that Two Livers had simply organised the kind of treat that every girl does for her man on his birthday.


It was a memorable day. And if I have a chance of getting her back, it has to be worth a shot.




 





RETURNING FROM the dead is never straightforward.


I’m in, of all places, an opium den, when I realise how I’m going to do it. Or maybe it’s because I’m there that I finally achieve clarity. Or something. Whatever it is, everything suddenly becomes clear.


I’m lying on a pile of silk cushions, smiling half-wittedly at a beautiful Indonesian girl who is kneeling at my feet, her long hair tumbling down over her bare breasts, preparing me another pipe.


She has amazingly detailed, elaborate tattoos over most of her back and arms, and I find them utterly tantalising. I’m not normally an admirer of tattoos, especially on women. And I particularly despise the tasteless, vulgar slag tags and tramp stamps that British women go in for – some idiotic phrase in Sanskrit or ancient Greek, or some other language their under-educated brains wouldn’t understand – located at the base of their back to remind you they’re slappers when you’re humping them from behind. Or worse still the twee ‘discreet’ little pictures that teenagers have somewhere on their bodies – flowers, dolphins or butterflies – normally hidden by clothing, so they can all show just how identically individual and daring and mysterious and sexy every single one of them is – in exactly the same way.


This is different. This really is extraordinary. One could spend days exploring her body. Her skin is a work of art, and I could lose myself in it.


I inhale deeply from the fresh pipe that she hands me. The feeling of relaxation is total. Nothing matters any more. It isn’t that I’ve forgotten everything; on the contrary, I can see it all perfectly clearly and I realise that none of it matters. Except perhaps one thing. The one thing I never conquered. Everything else I had, generally more than once, both good and bad. And it was all irrelevant compared to the one thing I never achieved. Happiness in love.


Christ, this stuff is good. I had to try it because it was on my list and I’d never done it before. I’ve now tried it three times, and this is definitely the last, because it’s so good I’d happily surrender to it. You really don’t need to try this stuff. Trust me, I’ve done it for you.


The girl moves her hand to my crotch.


‘Would you like me to make you comfortable?’


‘No. But thank you. You’re very kind.’ I decline as politely as I can, and just in case she’s offended, or might be missing out on a money-making opportunity, I reach into my pocket and pass her an enormous wad of notes.


I’ve been on a kind of circuit: an international pleasure circuit. My money is stashed in thirty or more banks around the world: small private banks in Russia and Central Asia; discreet wealth managers from Monaco to Macao; commercial banks in places most people have never heard of, like Nauru, that well-known global financial centre located on a tiny island in the Pacific, where even today few questions are asked if the numbers are large enough.


And I’ve been moving from place to place, sometimes in private jets, sometimes by luxury yacht, rarely coming into contact with the great unwashed whose money was needed to finance all this.


There are hundreds of people like me, doing the circuit. Occasionally we glimpse each other, arriving and leaving from private islands, boarding helicopters or landing from inflatables on remote coral atolls. A few I recognise, most I don’t. Drug lords, Mafiosi, retired politicians and, of course, businessmen and ‘failed’ bankers. Even the occasional rock star whose albums I used to buy. People who made money that they would rather not see exposed to the police or the taxman, a whole class of super-rich ‘disappeared’ people, a number of them, like me, long since officially declared dead, but all of them using up time, wandering aimlessly and pleasurably, and waiting to die.


Well, not me. Not any more. The great thing about opium is the way it shifts the gears in your brain. Obstacles, baggage and general clutter disappear before its easily smoothing logic.


So now I know what I have to do.




 





BANG BANG Lee is surprised to get my call.


‘Dave, is that you? No. Not Dave. You sounded like someone else. Let me think. Is it … ?’


He’s forgotten. How could he? He’s forgotten my chosen alias.


‘It’s Freddie, Bang Bang. Your old friend, Fred the Bed. Do you remember me?’


‘Of course, Freddie. You just sounded like someone else. But I thought …’


‘You thought I’d decided to retire. Well, I had a change of heart. Now Freddie’s going to retire instead. Permanently. And I heard that Dave’s coming back. Think of him as the Comeback Kid. And he tells me he’s going to need some help from you and Rom, and some of your friends.’


There’s a long pause at the other end of the line. He owes me big time, and deep down he is a man of honour. At least a kind of honour. But our deal is over, finished, and he never expected to hear from me again. In fact that was my side of the bargain. I imagine the cogs in his head whirring. He’s probably wondering whether it would be easier to make me disappear permanently, only to do it for real this time. On the other hand, the last time we worked together it was hardly boring. I need to dangle some bait.


‘Bang Bang, we have unfinished business.’


‘What do you mean?’ 


‘I mean what we left on the table. We came away too soon. We never played the second-half.’


‘The second-half?’


‘Well … it’s not exactly half. It’s more than half.’


‘Da— I mean Freddie – are you saying that we could have made more than we already did? That there’s still more profit to take?’


‘That’s exactly what I’m saying. I’ve had time to reflect and it’s all clear to me now. We were fools.’ Fools who made billions. He’s probably thinking that kind of foolishness is perfectly acceptable.


Silence. I wonder if we’ve been cut off. ‘Bang Bang – are you there?’


‘I’m here. When you see Dave, tell him he has my full attention.’




 





THE THING about people like Bang Bang and Rom is they can make things happen. Like the giant Russian Antonov aircraft that only just fits on the runway of the tiny Indonesian island where I’ve been put ashore.


Nothing this size has ever landed here before. It’s a long-range cargo version, but its only cargo is an elaborate oversized caravan that’s been driven into the hold of the aircraft, the sort movie stars live in on location, and which redefines luxury and excess, full of leather and fur and gilt and general vulgarity. It’s for me and it’s full of champagne, caviar and blondes. Well, and a few brunettes. And a couple of Asian girls – as if I haven’t had enough – and a truly stunning black girl, who could be the first course of my in-flight entertainment. Even the president of the United States doesn’t get this on Air Force One. As far as I know. I’m sure if he did, we’d have heard about it. 


The only detail missing is Alessandro and the team from Duke’s to pour the martinis. That would have been the perfect touch, with a bar set up in the hold of the aircraft. But I can’t have everything – not yet. Anyway, it’s going to fly me halfway round the world, and I climb aboard with a spring in my step. I’m coming home.




 





I THINK the girls must have been acting under instructions, because after a couple of hours I find myself yawning, glance suspiciously at the half-filled glass of champagne beside me, which doesn’t taste quite right, and drift off to sleep. They don’t wake me until we’re about an hour out from our destination, a disused military airfield in Kazakhstan. I’ve got a very important meeting with my business partners, and then I’m going to have a video conference with the Silver Fox, though he doesn’t know it yet.


For the size of aircraft, the landing is surprisingly smooth. Whoever the pilots are, they really know their stuff. We land and I say goodbye to the girls and walk down a huge ramp at the rear of the aircraft that opens to let in the scorching, dry heat of summer on the Kazakh steppe.


I’m wearing Bermuda shorts and a floral Hawaiian shirt that I picked up somewhere on my travels, and as I see the welcoming committee lined up before me, I suddenly feel underdressed.


On one side of the ramp, Bang Bang Lee is standing with a line of extras from Kill Bill, all in their identical dark Armani suits with black ties and Ray-Bans.


On the other side, Rom Romanov is visibly suffering in the heat, huge and impassive, his unnaturally dark hair looking even more slicked back than usual. He’s wearing a crumpled sweat-stained grey suit whose tailor would no longer recognise it, his pale skin gleaming with a sheen of perspiration. Alongside him, his even huger bodyguards appear to be suffering more than their boss. I wonder if they were all flown out here in deep freeze units and have been awakened specially for me.


And then there are the others, the ones I never met first time round. There are South American types, Middle Easterners, Indians, more Chinese and, of course, Italians – easily the best dressed – plus a few I can’t place. They look as if they really shouldn’t all be together in one place and, if they are, then at least they shouldn’t be seen out in the open. Somewhere up there a satellite is wondering what on earth is happening.


I count nine private jets – in my banking days we called them smokers – lined up along the tarmac. No one else is in sight. No airport workers, ground staff, flight crews, just a long empty runway, hangars and a control tower, and us. Exclusive? It’s beyond platinum class.


Bang Bang steps forward, takes off his sunglasses and stretches his arms wide to embrace me.


‘Dave. It’s been a long time. But you’re looking good. Very good. Being dead obviously suited you.’


I smile and squeeze him tightly. ‘Me being alive is going to suit us all much better, believe me.’




 





INVESTMENT BANKERS are used to being persuasive. Being persuasive is actually our principal professional skill. Forget numbers. Juniors can do numbers, and juniors are a commodity that you can buy by the yard. Persuasiveness, on the other hand, generally has to be bespoke; you cannot commoditise it, and it requires wisdom, judgement and experience. Yeah, right. What I’m saying is that we’re ace bullshitters. It’s what we do.


So sitting at the head of a makeshift table in an aircraft hangar, staring at a bunch of sceptical faces owned by some of the world’s most successful – and therefore ruthless – criminals, without even the benefit of some Powerpoint bullshit to hide behind, doesn’t faze me at all. In fact, I love it so much I can feel something starting to run through my veins that hasn’t been there for a while – something that doesn’t come in tablet form, powder or a syringe.


‘Gentlemen – we left the table too soon. We made out like bandits,’ I glance quickly around the table, ‘if you’ll forgive the term, when markets fell and we were short. Governments reacted as we thought they would, panicking, unable to respond in Wall Street time rather than Whitehall time. Or, even worse, Brussels and Washington time. And what they did do was too late and only fed the beast they were trying to tame. We cleaned up. It was wonderful.’


At this point I’m touched when Rom starts clapping. It’s a little slow, as if he only manages it with a huge effort, and for a moment I think he’s taking the piss, but the others join in and clearly they are showing their appreciation.


‘Thank you.’ I nod gratefully. Always a good sign when your audience clap before the end. ‘But we chose that moment to close our positions, taking our profits and walking away.’


‘No one ever lost money taking a profit.’


It’s Carlos, a Venezuelan who I think bankrolls terrorists. Or maybe he’s the white slaver. Whatever. They were all introduced in one go and I’ve never been a great one for detail. 


‘Absolutely right.’ I nod my strong agreement. ‘But we should have played the bounce. Not just closed the short, but bought the market and watched it go up as it recovered.’


‘But it didn’t recover.’ Carlos is clearly a market expert.


‘Correct again. Because we didn’t make it recover. It was ready. It was oversold. But everyone was sitting on their hands, scared shitless. We were the only ones in the know and we could have made the running. We could have called the market and made it happen. We could have been the market. If you have enough size on your side, weight of money alone will make you a winner. We had it and we could have used it, but we didn’t. We banked our profits and thought we’d done well. A few tens of billions between us. It was probably the stupidest thing we ever did. Gentlemen, we could have had more … an awful lot more.’


They’re looking thoughtful now. Amazing. These gangsters made vast fortunes but still it wasn’t enough. Worse than bankers.


‘And we still could. There’s still an opportunity. Markets are volatile, fragile, out of control. Governments are almost all in deficit, but some of them are cutting spending and scaring everyone that they’ll push the world into recession. While they’re doing that, others are printing money and pumping it into the economy in an attempt to get things going again – but risking their currencies and running up debts their grandchildren will still be paying. And everyone hates the banks. Bastards. Just because we were greedy, overpaid parasites who were running out of control. We had the party, but everyone else had the hangover. And now the politicians all want to go banker-bashing and the regulators are licking their lips and planning how to carve up the banks. I never did like regulators – little mean guys with no charisma who never got paid properly.’ I shrug and look helplessly at Carlos. ‘It’s a nightmare.’


‘But where does our profit come from?’


‘Oh, the profit? That’s easy.’ I scan the faces around the table. ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ None of them wants to speak. They may have some thoughts, but none of them wants to look stupid in front of the others.


‘I go back. I return from the dead. I set up a fund to trade the markets again – a comeback fund, a salvation fund. Very high profile, because the best place to hide wrongdoing in the markets is in plain sight. And do it large. This will be a fund that backs the recovery, and more than that: creates the recovery. And when this fund puts on positions, guess what? A whole bunch of other guys place the same bets. Think weight of money. We’ll be like a sumo wrestler playing with six-stone weaklings. Our bets will be so successful that, after a while, everyone will follow us. Just making a bet will mean it’s a success as soon as people know about it. In the old days this was called market manipulation, but that was only if you got caught. And we won’t get caught, because we’ll have our own firm. We’ll buy one. A small one, but very high calibre. And we’ll only employ totally trustworthy people. Our own people. Everyone here can nominate someone. We won’t need many because the settlement and back office side are automated; all we need is someone to take the decisions on the trades that we’ll make, and that’ll be me. Our target will be to double our money in six months. We’ll start with, say, ten billion or so and take it from there. I suggest we stop when we hit fifty, but we can decide that later.’ I relax and sit down, a modest smile on my face. ‘So … who wants to play?’


I do have a moment of nervousness as the silence stretches out for one, two, almost three seconds before the magic kicks in. First one, then another, then all of them start nodding. One or two are actually rubbing their chins, licking their lips, taking cautious sips of water from the glasses in front of them. I’ve got them. I love these moments. But there’s one final detail – an important one if I’m ever to have a chance of winning Two Livers.


‘One final point …I begin.


‘What’s that?’ It’s Bang Bang, and he knows me well enough to see that a key moment is coming. ‘Are you going to talk to us about the way the profit is split?’


Every eye is on me. They think I’m making a big play for more of the upside. They’re wrong. It’s worse than that.


‘No. That stays the same.’ They all relax, a few of them even smile. ‘I want something much more important than that.’


‘What’s more important than money?’ It’s Carlos, unable to resist taking the floor again. Fucking tango dancer.


I look around the table, staring at each of them in turn. ‘When this is over and we’ve all made billions more than we ever dreamt possible, you have to give me your word about one thing.’


You can hear the proverbial pin drop in the hangar.


‘All of you – and your people, your organisations, your cartels, everyone you control … Now they’re straining on my every word. The tension is killing them.


‘All of you will promise never to do anything bad again. Ever.’ 


‘WHAT?’ It’s Rom, but he could be speaking for all of them. ‘Are you crazy? Are you joking?’


Carlos intervenes, half apologetic. ‘Dave, we aren’t going to stop doing … let’s say, our normal business. It’s what we do. It’s how we put meat on the table.’


I stare at him evenly, trying not to be provocative, trying to hide whatever I might really think of him.


‘Carlos, this is different. This time we’re all going to make so much money that we’ll actually stand to make more and do better and have more fun by going straight once it is over. Think billions, Carlos. Billions and billions. ’


‘But we’re bad people. That’s who we are. It’s what we do. We’re like bankers, only criminals. Look what you guys did. Far worse than us. No one ever asked you to stop being bankers. No prison. They even kept on paying you.’


I shrug sympathetically. ‘I know. But bankers are different. And after this, everything will be transformed – for all of us. And I am serious. Is everyone on board?’




 





RUNNING A video conference from the middle of the Kazakh steppe requires some serious equipment. Luckily, that’s exactly what we have. A team of technicians have set up something that looks like a TV studio in one of the hangars. I’m sitting at a desk, looking almost like a newsreader, waiting to be connected to the offices of Ball Taittinger in London. The Silver Fox thinks he’s got a new business call with a client from the Far East. In a sense, he has.


When he comes into the room I’ve set the screen so that I can see what’s happening at his end, but he can’t yet see me. He looks remarkably unchanged, in a snappy Savile Row suit, pale pink Hermès tie and with his silver-grey hair swept back off his perma-tanned face. For a man in his sixties, he’s handsome, dashing and sophisticated – the kind of operator you’d expect to run the best public relations firm in the business.


‘You’re looking good.’


He stares at the screen, gets only a screensaver rather than a face and looks to his left, presumably at the technician running the conference at his end.


‘I’m sorry, who is this?’


I flick a switch and savour the impact. It takes a second, as he switches back to the screen, and then zooms in on my face.


‘Is … this … a joke? Or a recording? What’s going on?’


I chuckle in response to his remark and he almost leaps out of his chair. It’s the first and only time I can ever recall him totally flummoxed. I have to put him out of his misery.


‘Neither. It’s me. I’m here. I’m alive and I’m well. And I’m coming back. To do that I’m going to need to hire a good PR firm. The best. I don’t care what they charge me, but they have to be good. Because I’m coming back from the dead. Let’s talk about your firm’s credentials. How many people have you brought back from the dead?’


Even the smartest pro in the business takes a little while to get over that one. But to give him full credit, once he’s heard my amazing story – the way I was fished out of the Thames by a passing barge, resuscitated, and then stayed on board, recovering, until they reached the Channel, where I transferred to a cargo ship and decided just to disappear – he rolls remarkably fast with the punches. In no time at all he’s suggesting ways I can emphasise certain aspects of my ‘time away’, as he calls it, like the months I spent in a Tibetan monastery, meditating and reflecting on life’s values, the charitable work I did in Chinese orphanages and, of course, the time devoted to prayer. Oh, and he also says how pleased he is to have me back. And you know what? I think he actually means it.




 





IT’S AMAZING how much you can get done, even from the Kazakh steppe, when you have unlimited money and some of the best people in the world working for you. I’m a fortnight into my stay here and already I have a credible alibi for where I’ve been and what happened after Blackfriars Bridge. Around the world more than fifty financial institutions have quietly started accumulating positions in companies that might turn out to have a more interesting future ahead of them than they realise right now. Because you never know what the future might hold.


In London, a hotshot investment banker called Laura MacKay is surrounded by an invisible aura. Invisible and protective. She’s done fantastically well in the crisis, keeping Grossbank afloat, holding it together without selling out to either the British or German governments, but working the kind of hours that would kill a mere mortal and having very little time to play. As her reward, they’ve made her chairman. My old job. It couldn’t be in better hands, though I guess it’s been a killer.


Which is not to say she’s been totally idle. At one time she was dating a well-known Indian millionaire playboy, but just in the last couple of days his family have called him home to Mumbai to marry the daughter of another wealthy Indian dynasty. Apparently, they’ve signed a mega deal with a brand-new but very influential Asian industrial conglomerate that came out of nowhere, and the other side specified that he had to come home, settle down and take the reins.


Miss MacKay was also seen out a couple of times with a Chelsea footballer, but just in the last week he’s been sold for a record price to a team in Tajikistan that no one’s ever heard of, but which a local oligarch has apparently decided to turn into a Champions’ League side.


And she was photographed in a celebrity magazine with an up-and-coming actor, a good-looking guy with pecs and shoulders and a hero’s jaw. But he’s just landed a breakthrough role in a major feature film that had a financing package come through unexpectedly from some Latin American business tycoon. He starts shooting next week in Patagonia – for six months.


So she’s all alone, but around her wheels are in motion, and although she doesn’t know it, she’s never really alone. An invisible cordon surrounds her, electronically, digitally and, at a discreet distance, physically, all of the time. No one can mug her, no one can molest her, no burglar will get near her home. Even the secret service couldn’t provide better protection. All they can do is arrest the bad guys. The people watching Two Livers are the bad guys. Fuck with them and they’ll put two bullets in the back of your head – and they don’t need to trouble anyone with questions. She’s safe, looked after on my behalf until I return home, and I need to get cracking.


Before the world can know I’m still around, she has to. I don’t want to speak to her on the telephone – I need to see her face. I don’t want to con her into a video conference. However good the technology, I need to feel her reaction, sense it, live it, in a way that only works if you are physically there alongside her. Sneaking into the country is a high-risk move, but luckily I have powerful friends in low places.


So on a dull, overcast Saturday morning I find myself standing outside a coffee shop on Oxford Street, furtively looking at a reflection in the window from the other side of the road. It’s her. She’s wearing a Vivienne Westwood blazer and, what I guess, are J Brand jeans. She has a Tod’s handbag casually slung over her shoulder and large sunglasses that I like but can’t place. She’s walking fast, her pace confident, and has a ‘don’t fuck with me’ look on her face that discourages admiring glances from the men she passes in the street.


I’ve been following her for nearly twenty minutes, having picked her up outside her home, a large Mayfair townhouse that she must have bought since getting the top job at Grossbank. I’m wearing a donkey jacket and jeans, dark glasses, a blue baseball cap with its peak pulled down at the front, and I haven’t shaved for a week. It’s my idea of a disguise, but it seemed better as an idea than it looks in practice. In the movies the guys on the surveillance team never stand out, even when they lurk in doorways or hang around on street corners. In real life I feel like I’ve got a flashing light on my head and a klaxon going off just in case she doesn’t notice me.


She turns off Oxford Street, crosses Wigmore Street and heads up Harley Street. It’s long and open, largely residential or offices, mostly occupied by expensive medical practices. I cross to the other side of the road and observe her as we walk almost the full length of the street, until she stops and pauses at a large front door, goes up the steps and rings the bell. After a moment the door opens and she goes inside. Then I realise where she is. It’s the Foetal Medicine Centre. I came here with Wendy when she was expecting Samantha. And on another occasion early on in my marriage, much more discreetly, with someone else. That didn’t have a happy ending.


Two Livers must be pregnant. How did it happen? Well, I can guess how it happened. But when? And with whom? She was supposed to be under proper surveillance. Does this mean she’s in love? She’d never be pregnant by accident. I have a sick feeling in my stomach and suddenly start questioning everything. There must be someone else. Someone I don’t know about.


Which is when she suddenly reappears and heads across the street directly towards me. I pretend to look at my watch, turn round to glance at a street sign, then catch my breath as I hear her footsteps behind me.


‘I thought you were supposed to be dead?’


That voice. Deep, husky, unhurried. One of the sexiest voices I can recall. I turn to face her, feeling like a schoolboy caught with his fingers in the biscuit tin. Before I can reply, she continues.


‘I never believed it. There were moments, like the memorial service, when I missed you more than you can ever believe. But I always knew you were too selfish to kill yourself. There had to be a plan. It had to be another of your schemes.’ She’s shaking her head, looking down at the pavement, sad and for a moment, lost. ‘You’re too arrogant to believe the world could ever do without you.’


I take my sunglasses off and stare at her, willing her to do the same so that our eyes can meet. Windows on the soul. I need to see what she’s truly feeling.


‘When did you spot me?’ 


She shakes her head again, despairing. ‘Don’t apply for MI6.’


‘Was I that bad?’


‘Worse.’ For a moment I think she’s going to laugh, her deep, throaty, loving-life, ‘come to bed’ laugh that I’ve ached to hear. But she doesn’t. And the sunglasses stay on.


‘I came back … for you. I missed you too much. It was all so empty without you.’


‘Sure you did, Dave. If you missed me at all, it was because you didn’t have me anymore. If you’d really cared, I’d have been part of the plan and gone with you. I would have, you know.’


My gut is twisting with guilt, anguish, desperate frustration and a dozen other feelings that make me feel as if I’m going to explode.


‘Is there … a chance?’


‘I don’t know.’


I step forward, wanting to embrace her, but she raises a hand to keep me away.


‘First you have to come back from the dead. How are you going to do that?’


‘I’ve got a plan.’


Now she does laugh, but it’s a short, dismissive, angry laugh. ‘I bet you have. You always have a plan. You’ll find some changes.’


‘What sort of changes?’


‘The City is different. The little people are in charge now – the regulators, the risk managers, the bean counters. They’re having their moment in the sun.’


‘And Grossbank?’


‘I run the bank now.’


That much I knew. 


She sighs. ‘And it’s bigger.’


It is. She’s acquired some of the bank’s smaller competitors in Germany and elsewhere, using Grossbank’s muscle to take advantage of hard times for the small fry.


‘You’ve done a great job hoovering up the little guys, growing the firm. Everything I hear is good.’


‘The little guys were like a bunch of drunks propping each other up in a bar. It was easy. And besides, I had a good teacher.’


‘If you mean me, I love to be praised, but I think you did the teaching – to me. You and Paul.’


‘Who?’


‘You know who. Paul Ryan – what happened to him?’ Paul would have expected to become co-head alongside her. He was head of Markets whereas she ran Corporates – together the two most powerful people in the firm after me. Paul turned on me at the end, smelling the chance to grab the reins for himself.
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