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Praise for Cityboy:

‘. . . engaging, timely and important . . . an effective indictment of the narcissism and decadence of City life’  The Times


 



‘His timing couldn’t be better . . . London’s pernicious financial world reveals itself in all its ugliness’ Daily Mail


 



‘As a primer to back-stabbing, bullying, drug-taking, gambling, boozing, lap-dancing, this takes some beating’  Evening Standard


 



‘The author gives us the full low-down on his explosive time in the City’ News of the World


 



‘. . . an undeniably slick and entertaining read’ Sunday Business Post


 



 



 



‘A sharp, accurate portrayal of life in London’s Square Mile’ Docklands





In loving memory of Andy.
 He was the best of us.




Disclaimer:

While this book is true in the sense of being an accurate depiction of a certain kind of career in the City, none of the characters or institutions portrayed are in any way based on real people or banks and any similarity is purely coincidental. Just as ‘Steve Jones’ is not me, so the characters in this book are made up - they are not any particular person, but are instead classic City types, and are hopefully recognisable as such. Although real people and places are referred to throughout the book, they are intermingled with the fictional people and events that make up the story.

So, it is not just that names and places have been changed to protect the innocent (or guilty), it is also that my target has never been any specific individual or institution, but rather the culture of the City as a whole.




PROLOGUE

(The Cokehead)


With hindsight, it was that fifth glass of absinthe that cost my bank £1.2 million. A few Sunday evening pints of Old Thumper at the Masons had somehow graduated into the kind of old-school booze-up a twenty-nine-year-old stockbroker should know better than to indulge in. While still at the pub some comedian had called up The Dealer and a couple of grams of Bolivia’s finest had arrived by scooter. As I took my turn to trundle into the cubicle and press the crisp rolled twenty into my hungry nostrils I thanked God that the next day was a bank holiday Monday. Soon my three esteemed peers were talking nonsense like it was going out of fashion while I slouched in the pub’s finest leather armchair in a content and familiar state of auto-pilot oblivion.

To this day, how we all ended up back at Sam’s remains a mystery. All I know is that things were getting out of control big time even before that foul-tasting green liquid made an appearance. Sam was living up to his reputation of being the host with the most and my three jobless, loser pals were doing what they do best - hedonistic self-indulgence. By around 5 a.m. The Dealer had graced us with his presence twice more and coherent speech was proving sporadic at best. Everyone seated around Sam’s grandmother’s ancient dinner table covered in the conventional detritus of a good old-fashioned knees-up had exhibited the usual mood swings that a serious gak session invariably provided. It was while I was in a somewhat edgy, tense dip that I decided to try and say something to remind my mates that I existed. I thought I’d start with something trite and move on from there.

‘Boys, all I can say is thank fuck it’s a bank holiday today!’

For some sick and paranoia-inducing reason my mates all immediately stopped their speedy banter, turned around and, as one, cracked up in my face like maniacal banshees. Dope dealer and ‘artist’ Jim was the first to get his insane cackling laughter under control and, with what seemed like a madman’s gleeful delight, shouted out: ‘You fucking idiot! That’s next week!’

‘Don’t wind me up, you tart,’ I said with a false nonchalance that I knew everyone in the room could see right through. My rictus grin and nervous eyes wouldn’t  have looked out of place on a guilty teenager talking to his parents while hiding a cigarette behind his back.

‘No, mate, today is the eighteenth, and the bank holiday Monday is on the twenty-fifth,’ said Nick - the third member of ‘Losers Anonymous’. How the fuck he knew so much about this shit when he hadn’t done an honest day’s work since 1992 was beyond me. But there was something in his confident tone that couldn’t just be explained by his hooter being filled with enough bugle to keep the Colombian army marching for two weeks.

‘Oh fuck, I’ve got to be at work in one hour. The Genius is on holiday and I look like a smackhead.’ I can’t remember whether I thought that or said it. All I know is that within what seemed like seconds I was running the mile down the road towards my pad with my heart feeling like Mike Tyson had been giving me CPR for the last four hours. I struggled with the keys in my door, ran upstairs and jumped in the shower. With my hair still glistening wet I slipped on my Thomas Pink shirt and was still struggling to put my Gieves and Hawkes suit jacket on as I left the house.

During the seemingly endless journey on the Central Line I occasionally caught the reflection of my face in the dark windows of the train and even from this imperfect image I could tell I looked like shit warmed up. Reading the Financial Times, twitchy and nervous and taking in none of the words, I began to wonder whether I should have just taken a sicky. This beautiful thought only  entered my drug-addled brain around Oxford Circus but by then I was already halfway to work. Only some strange, probably misplaced, loyalty to my team-mates prevented me leaping off the train and swapping platforms. Despite the film of cold sweat on my forehead I thought I could probably style it out after a couple of coffees provided there was fuck all going on in my sector. I entered my building, swiped my way through the security barriers, and took the lift to the fourth floor. I walked through the huge open-plan office to my desk at precisely 6.55 a.m. and did not falter despite a highly unamusing ‘Good weekend, was it?’ from a pathetic little shit of a colleague who clearly saw me for the gibbering wreck that I was. I had five minutes to check out the Reuters headlines in my sector but, in reality, these were just spent praying to the big man upstairs that NOTHING WAS GOING TO HAPPEN IN MY FUCKING SECTOR.

When I saw the red headlines appearing on one of my two head-level screens at exactly 7 a.m. informing me that a power station owned by Scottishpower had blown up in Utah I could feel the life drain out of me. Before long toxin-filled sweat was making my shirt damp under the arms and around the chest and I felt unable to breathe properly. Christ almighty, of all the fucking things to happen nothing could be worse. My colleague, The Genius, was away on holiday and I was looking after the companies he analysed in his absence. Scottishpower was one of his key Buy recommendations in the sector we  covered and some serious shit had clearly happened in a state run by effing Mormons thousands of miles from my confused little brain.

Barely a minute passed before my phone rang. Before I even looked at the digital caller display I knew it would be my wide-boy trader Gary asking me how he should position himself for the market opening at 8 a.m. Like a rabbit in the headlights I just stared at the flashing phone for what seemed like hours and only when colleagues began to look up at me did I summon the courage to pick up the receiver. As a research analyst on the utilities sector, informing Gary how the shares he traded would respond to newsflow was a fundamental part of my role, so sitting there like a lemon was not really an option.

With a false confidence that impressed even me I told Gary in no uncertain terms: ‘This is only a four- or five-pence event. It’s a four-hundred-and-thirty-megawatt generation unit that’s going to be out of action for around five months. It’s currently making about one million dollars a day so if we tax that at, let’s say, thirty-five per cent that means Scottishpower’s gonna be missing out on approximately a hundred and three million dollars, i.e. around sixty-seven million pounds sterling assuming a constant exchange rate of one point four five. If we divide that by one thousand, eight hundred and thirty million shares that equates to four pence a share.’

Gary clearly bought it and after putting the receiver  down I let out a huge sigh of relief while giving myself a major metaphorical pat on the back.

Just when I thought things were beginning to calm down the phone trilled again and this time I saw James Smythe’s name flash up. This posh buffoon was in charge of arranging the 7.20 a.m. morning meeting at which analysts informed traders and salesmen about the price-sensitive developments in their sector or the research notes they’d recently written.

‘Steve, you’d better come down immediately and give us two minutes on the mike about this Scottishpower incident.’ His slimy, cultured tones irritated the fuck out of me. I knew I couldn’t argue and immediately got up and began marching to the lifts - the cocaine in my system ensuring that I looked twitchy and wired the whole time.

There are few things like the buzz on a major investment bank’s trading floor on a Monday morning just before the market opens. In a huge open-plan floor the size of a football pitch, hundreds of traders, salesmen, market makers and sales traders all sit behind six screens desperate to hear or see something that could give them the edge over thousands of other competitors in banks across the world during that anxious half-hour. Some speak in frenzied tones into two different receivers while others shout across to each other a series of numbers and terms unintelligible to anyone not involved in this soul-destroying business. The all-powerful urge to make  money permeates every action and every shouted instruction and is only matched by the fear of losing vast amounts of cash from an ill-thought-out decision. The tension is made even more extreme because everyone around you can see and sense everything you’re doing. The ‘market’ is an uncontrollable bucking bronco and you are just another rider trying to hold on for dear life and make a quid or two while you’re at it.

I rushed towards the lectern just as the analyst before me finished speaking and, white as a sheet, with my eyes popping out of my head and a soaking shirt, I steadied myself and began to speak in a slow, measured tone to the hundreds of busy bees surrounding me about what had just happened. As I did so I occasionally looked up to see my pale, nervous face magnified to three times its size on the screens that dropped down from the ceiling at regular intervals across the floor. Traders and salesmen at our offices in Frankfurt, Milan, Paris and Madrid would all be watching my performance and our colleagues in New York would watch a recording of my words of wisdom five hours from now.

It was when I got to the valuation implications of the accident that I suddenly noticed that the usual noise and buzz of the floor had dramatically declined. I saw salesmen nudging each other and pointing towards me, and before long everyone in the desks around me had stopped working and were simply staring in my direction. A couple of secretaries covered their mouths in an almost  theatrical display of shock while some of the more laddish chaps were cracking up. WHAT THE FUCK WAS GOING ON? I began to have a near-out-of-body experience as the drugs mixed with the stress literally made me feel as if I was in a dream - or, to be more accurate, a bloody nightmare.

It was in this horrific, surreal state that I must have looked up at the suspended screen immediately in front of me. At almost the exact moment that I noticed the large stream of blood exiting my right nostril magnified to three times its size and played out across Europe, I felt it drip on to my lower lip and then on to my shirt. In a spontaneous reaction I pinched my nostrils together with thumb and forefinger and ran towards the bogs, pushing James Smythe out of the way with my free hand and leaving the trading floor in a state of shock and bemusement.

After stuffing some bog roll up my nostril I tried to steady myself and walked slowly up to my floor. As I tried to nonchalantly walk back to my chair a standing ovation broke out amongst my colleagues seated immediately around me. Some wag shouted, ‘Just back from Colombia, are you?’ while another asked, ‘Or were you hanging out with Keith Richards this weekend?’ I gave a theatrical bow complete with fluttering hand movement but despite all my fake bravado I, and everyone else, knew that this was going to take a long time to recover from.

At exactly 8.05 a.m. shares in Scottishpower were down ten pence. Gary rang up and in his inimitable way  shouted at me, ‘You said this is a four-pence issue, right? We should have a few down at these levels, right?’ Sticking by my own rule of feigning confidence no matter how much doubt I felt, I said, ‘You’re damn right. Fill your boots, mate.’

Twenty minutes later the shares were down twenty pence. A now extremely irate Gary called back.

‘What the fuck is going on? I’ve bought five-point-two million shares and they’re tanking. What do I do now, dick-splash?’

With my voice cracking and my legs nervously tapping underneath the desk I tried to bullshit him again: ‘Hold steady, geezer, them buyers are gonna come in soon.’ I was now absolutely covered in sweat and I was biting my bottom lip.

But this time I could sense that he could tell that I was fucked and all my confidence drained out of me. Like one of the living dead I began to call up my clients in a half-hearted attempt to convince them to buy the shares and so support the stock.

But the buyers never came. Although shares in Scottishpower ended the day down only eighteen pence, Gary had panicked and sold his entire holding at the lowest possible level. The Utah incident had made the market attribute a huge risk premium to Scottishpower’s entire fleet of US power stations and this had destroyed the perceived value of the shares. That’s why I lost my bank £1.2 million.

It was during my third half-arsed attempt to convince some dismissive client that the market had overreacted that my secretary’s phone rang. And as I looked across at her like a punch-drunk boxer, I knew before she had even opened her mouth what she was about to say.

‘The boss wants to see you right now.’

I mumbled some unintelligible reply and like a condemned man about to face the firing squad raised myself weakly from my chair and stumbled towards the big man’s office. On the walk over I could feel all eyes were on me and though I held my head up high pretending everything was cool all I wanted to do was swerve to the right, to the lifts and from there to freedom. My head pounded, I was as white as a sheet, sweat beaded my forehead and I was unbelievably fucking exhausted. It took a gargantuan effort to hold back the tears from flooding my bloodshot eyes as I approached his glass office. When I saw the boss’s puce angry face staring at me from within I knew this was going to be a really, really fucking long day . . .

Knowing what I know now about the hideous shit that would happen to me during the four years after this incident I just wish that corpulent corporate cocksucker had sacked me there and then. Hell, I wish those crazy Mormon fucks had accidentally blown up another power station and that I had proved equally useless and been given half an hour to pack a black bag and piss off. That way I wouldn’t have done things that still make it hard for  me to look at myself in the mirror. I wouldn’t have become all-consumed by the meaningless shit that Cityboys live by and turned into someone my friends and family hardly recognised. I wouldn’t have become part of a system that is irreversibly making your world a less pleasant place to live in. I wouldn’t have lost my mind.

Still, sitting here listening to the gentle sound of waves lapping on the shore, with a glass of chai in one hand and a joint in another, I am comforted by the realisation that this is pay-back time. I’m going to break the code of silence that governs everyone in the Square Mile and reveal what really makes the City tick. I want to illuminate the murky underbelly of this tight-knit club that is solely dedicated to making its members as much money as humanly possible. I want to expose the City’s many vices to ‘civilians’ who are purposefully kept in the dark so that greedy Cityboys can perpetuate their own privileged lifestyles.

As for me, I gain strength from Nietzsche’s adage ‘that which does not kill you makes you stronger’. And after all the shit I went through in that ridiculous business I must be the strongest motherfucker in town.




1

THE GURU


Everybody sells their soul to the devil . . . I just decided that I’d get a damn good price for mine. On a warm July evening in 1996 I was walking down Bishopsgate steadying myself for a meeting with a man who would change my life. Just as Luke Skywalker needed Yoda and King Arthur needed Merlin, fate had decreed that I would meet and learn from David Flynn. Little did I know then, but this great man would show me the tricks needed to thrive in this dreadful business while also ensuring that my corrupt side was cultivated successfully. Admittedly, this second task was made relatively simple by my natural propensity for the principal vices available on this planet.

I had spent the previous day having my ludicrous ponytail cut off by the local barber. I had also  ceremoniously removed my three hoop earrings and solemnly shaved off my preposterous bum-fluff goatee in a symbolic ritual of ‘growing up’. After putting on a second-hand suit I’d bought for six pounds at a charity shop I almost passed for a young, lean stockbroker - albeit an extremely poor and unsuccessful one (not necessarily a good look). Even in my complete ignorance about what the hell I was letting myself in for I knew that any clues about my hippy background would not go down too well in a world of pinstripe suits and ‘sensible’ haircuts. Now, when I look back at all the positive and negative consequences of my fateful decision to become a stockbroker, I can say with my hand on my heart that the premature termination of a hairstyle that made me resemble a German exchange student circa 1987 was unequivocally a major positive. Although the deep psychological trauma I would suffer as a result of my career choice somewhat clouds my current perception of my City experience, this surely was an indisputable silver lining.

But this look was not a mere façade - I was a genuine hippy back then, and a left-wing one to boot. I was obsessed by films and quotes from films and had never really thought once about the world of finance. I remember that some acquaintances in my final year at Cambridge had mentioned visiting investment bank stalls during the ‘milk round’ (the annual recruitment fair held by major corporations designed to attract bright students), but I was too busy smoking puff on punts bound for  Grantchester for such tedious nonsense. Also, my father had been a prominent member of the Labour Party and had encouraged me to get involved in grass-roots activism from an early age. Admittedly, my political militancy took a bit of a back seat after I spent my gap year losing my marbles smoking weed in Asia. At Cambridge I merely graduated on to pills and speed and got seriously involved in the local rave scene. After somehow leaving with a 2:1 degree in history I thought I’d avoid reality for another year and so went back to Asia for six more months of debauchery. Again, I lost the plot and this time became so deranged that I decided that I would spend the next five years selling Asian trinkets that I’d bought in Delhi across European street markets. When I’d arrived back at Heathrow with four huge bags of this crap to sell, my parents were understandably concerned - especially since I’d managed to lose three stone while gallivanting around the Himalayas.

Fortunately for my parents, and my poor, befuddled little brain, I had also decided to pursue a year-long MA studying revolutions at Sussex University in Brighton before setting off on my grand adventure. My twisted logic was that I needed to learn karate, Spanish and how to drive if I was to survive as a global traveller, and that university was the best place to achieve these noble ambitions. My fetid fantasies that impressionable undergraduate girls would fall at the feet of a worldly-wise traveller like me may also have had something to do with  it. It is with the benefit of hindsight that I can now conclude it was that moody ponytail that ensured those fantasies remained largely unfulfilled.

It was during this rather confusing period that my brother called me and completely changed the direction my life was to take. I think we can safely say that my parents had cajoled him into sorting out his rebellious younger brother and to this day I’m not sure whether to thank him or beat the shit out of him for doing so. My brother had been working in the City for a few years as a fund manager and was so straight that our interaction was always like two worlds colliding. The conversation went something like this:

‘Hi, Steve, it’s John.’

‘All right, mate, how’s it going?’

‘Fine. Listen, let’s cut to the chase - you’re not still pursuing that ridiculous plan to sell crap around the world, are you? I mean, what are you actually going to do with your life?’

‘Good question. Dunno. Doing a course I’m not really into, failing to pull birds and unsure if my plan to “sell crap around the world”, as you call it, really holds water.’

‘I can get you an interview at an investment bank if you’re interested.’

‘Er . . . fuck it, why not? I’ll give it a bash. What do investment banks do, anyway?’

‘Don’t worry about that. Come to London next  Thursday and I’ll sort out an interview with a French bank called Banque Inutile.’

My brother was able to arrange this because he was a client of Banque Inutile. As I would later learn there is no better way of securing business as a stockbroker than providing employment for a client’s sibling. Once you’ve done that, their indebtedness means that you’ve really got them by the short and curlies. Unless John’s sales contact at Banque Inutile had at least gone through the motions of securing an interview he could have jeopardised his relationship with my brother. Although things have changed somewhat now, getting your foot in the door then was all about who you knew and not what you knew . . . and thank fuck for that because at the time the closest I’d come to a banker was asking some clown behind the desk at Barclays for an increase to my overdraft limit.

Having said that, I didn’t go into that interview totally blind. Oh no, on Wednesday evening my brother gave me a ten-minute crash course in investment banking. Here is a summary of his salient points:1. The City is a huge market place where people who want to invest money for a return meet people who want money invested in their companies (I’m down with that . . . so far so good).

2. Shares go up and down simply as a result of supply and demand. If there are more buyers than sellers  then they will go up and visa versa (cool, I’m still with you).

3. The value of a share reflects the future cash flow of that company discounted to today by the cost of capital divided by the number of shares (no, sorry, we were doing quite well there for a minute but you’ve really lost me now . . . however, since I don’t want to look retarded in front of my older sibling I’m not going to say anything and instead nod sagely).

4. The two main metrics for valuing shares are the price-earnings ratio, or PE, which is calculated by dividing the share price by the net profits attributable to that share and the divided yield which is calculated by dividing the dividend by the share price (yeah, whatever).

5. Bonds are basically IOU notes (that Clint Eastwood movie’s on in about five minutes).

6. Em . . . that’s basically it (thank fuck for that).



I think that it was probably the way my eyes were glazing over that must have given him a clue that not only did I hardly understand what he was banging on about but I was also beginning to wonder why I’d come up to London in the first place. I was also regretting the whole forced image change that I had undergone and the three pints of lager that I would have to forego as a result of buying that appalling suit.

In a fit of despair, John said: ‘Look, I’m going to look  like a proper tool if you don’t at least look like a vaguely plausible candidate. So when the going gets tough and David asks you about your thoughts on how you see financial analysis progressing, say pretty much exactly what I’m going to tell you now.’

‘OK, mate.’

‘I think that PE ratios are looking increasingly outdated. Earnings can be so easily manipulated by cunning finance directors that they are almost meaningless - as revealed in Terry Smith’s recent book Accounting for Growth. I believe that until financial statements become more robust it will be movements in free cash flow that begin to dictate share-price performance.’

I nodded wisely and stroked my newly bald chin as if I had the slightest clue what he was rabbiting on about. All I knew was that Magnum Force had started two minutes ago and that Big Bad Clint waits for no man.

 



At precisely five minutes to six the next evening, as I approached my destination on Bishopsgate, I began to question the rather unusual venue for this all-important interview. Admittedly, I didn’t know much about City practices but some dreadful bar called The Moon Under Water certainly didn’t strike me as the kind of place in which I could truly reveal my expertise in all matters financial. Surely this was some kind of piss-take, considering the tremendous amount of diligent hard work that I had put into preparing for this meeting? Were these  comedians really serious about potentially offering me a high-powered job in the City? I dismissed these thoughts as silly, took a deep breath to calm my unexpectedly frantic heartbeat and stepped into the noisy, smoky bar.

The scene I beheld as I opened the doors was as alien to me as a nineteenth-century opium den. Hundreds of men in smart navy-blue suits stood around shouting at each other. Nearly all of them were white and most were under forty. The vast majority were still wearing gaudy ties with big, thick Windsor knots although some of the more rakish chaps had taken theirs off. There were about seven women who, irrespective of looks, had groups of lecherous men surrounding them. Most stood out like sore thumbs because they had dared to wear outfits of a colour other than navy blue or black. There was a thick fog of cigarette and cigar smoke and a high proportion of the tables supported orange ice buckets containing champagne bottles. There didn’t seem to be a single pair of trainers, combat trousers or tracksuit bottoms in the whole establishment. There were about three black people but two of them were behind the bar. The extraordinarily loud chatter seemed to somehow exude confidence in a way that was intimidating to the uninitiated. Every few seconds someone would laugh incredibly loudly - so loudly that it was as if they were putting it on. Heads rocked back with loud guffaws in a way that reflected a degree of self-satisfaction that I could only dream of. The student bar at Sussex University it most certainly was not.  Nor, for that matter, was it a beach bar on Had Rin beach.

Ignoring an urge to immediately hightail it out of there I sought out Banque Inutile’s head of equities, David Flynn. My brother had given me a simple description but one that served its purpose well: ‘David looks like a tall, brunette version of Henry the Eighth after he’s been on the all-pie diet’ (a diet I would later find was surprisingly popular amongst brokers despite being notoriously unsuccessful). Soon enough I spied the great man holding court in the corner with a bunch of his underlings. As I nervously approached the raised table he stood at, taking in the sycophantic looks of his disciples, I marvelled at my brother’s perspicacity. David did indeed look just like a large version of Henry the Eighth, albeit with dark hair and an even larger belly. But there was also something in his gait, his regal stance and mischievous eyes that almost convinced me that I was meeting, if not the gluttonous Tudor royal, then some kind of modern-day reincarnation. He was clearly a man of enormous appetites and extremely loose morals.

I sidled up to this latter-day king and waited for his head to swing round in my general direction. After what seemed like an eternity he languidly did so and as his eyes caught mine I pushed my hand towards him saying, ‘Steve Jones - brother of John. Here for the interview.’ He looked me up and down, making me incredibly self-conscious. He seemed to take in my entire personality in about four seconds and I couldn’t help but feel that almost  immediately he saw me for the chancer I was. Was it just me, or could he tell that upon my chin not twenty-four hours before had rested a moody goatee, that in those ears had been three silver hoop earrings, and that upon those shoulders had lain a German exchange-student-like ponytail? He could certainly tell that the suit I was wearing was more appropriate for a salesman at Burtons than an up-and-coming star of financial services, but then I think the chaps behind the bar had probably clocked that before I’d even entered the building.

‘So, you want to be a research analyst, do you?’ he said in his low, soft voice, almost laughing as he did so. His underlings seemed to be waiting to crack up at his every sentence, making me as edgy as a ginger kid in an orphanage.

‘Oh yes, I’ve wanted to be an analyst since school. It’s always been my ambition,’ I said, desperately trying to keep a straight face.

‘Really? How very sad for you. And what have you done to fulfil that ambition? Your CV suggests that you have been under the misapprehension that smoking dope on beaches in Asia was the quickest route to becoming a banker.’ Despite his keeping a straight face, something his fan club failed to do, his eyes seemed to be mocking my every utterance.

‘Well, firstly I have to say that I didn’t indulge in any drug-taking while I was abroad.’ At this point he subtly raised a quizzical eyebrow that in a single blow succeeded  in making me blush, something I hadn’t done since my schooldays.

‘Secondly, I’ve done a lot of travelling since I felt that I should get it out of my system because once I’ve entered the Square Mile I know hard work will put pay to fun for a bit.’

‘So, you don’t think working under me will be fun?’

‘Well, I imagine the first years of my life as an analyst will be more hard work than fun,’ I spluttered.

This wasn’t going well at all. I was almost ready to call it a day there and then but my pride made me stay and endure this gentle, unrelenting mockery. After a few more incisive piss-take questions about my motivation and plans I began to relax, knowing that this whole experience was a complete waste of his and my time. I was on the point of apologising and making my excuses and leaving when suddenly, from nowhere, I heard those beautiful and strangely familiar words: ‘And where do you see financial analysis progressing over the next few years?’

As he began to speak these words I willed out the sentence that I longed to hear. With an almost unnatural haste, and speaking in a somewhat monotone voice that could have given away the fact that I had a pre-prepared answer, I delivered my brother’s spiel.

David paused, looked me up and down as if appraising me and said, ‘Interesting . . . now let’s stop this nonsense and have a few bevvies.’

My relief was palpable. Hell, even the dickheads  surrounding David seemed impressed with the answer. Some of them even seemed to get into a discussion about it and, to my horror, one even asked my opinion about how best free cash flow should be calculated. I pretended to mishear him and at the same time sloped off to the gents’. During what can only be described as one of the most satisfying slashes I’d had in my twenty-four years up to that point I couldn’t help but grin to myself as I looked down at the urinal. Indeed, I had such a big cheesy smile on my face that I think the chap next to me must have wondered what it was I held in my hand that had given me such tremendous happiness to behold.

The ‘interview’ only ended after David and I had consumed at least two bottles of champagne each. As I rolled back west on the tube having barely been able to walk the fifty yards to Liverpool Street station, his last words rang in my ears.

‘If you want me to be honest with you, you had the job five minutes into the interview. We need sharp, cocky dickheads and you fit the bill nicely. Besides, I like you. You almost blew it with all that crap about PE ratios and free cash flow but I’ll let you off this time. Never, ever bullshit a bullshitter - especially one as good as me.’ With his wise words still reverberating around my inebriated brain I went to sleep happy in the knowledge that what he wanted was someone who could talk crap and drink - two things I’d been doing extremely proficiently pretty much all my life.

[image: 001]

Before I set off on my City career there was the small matter of completing my Masters dissertation on the French riots of 1968. I wasn’t sure how a 25,000-word essay entitled ‘French Workers and Students in May 1968 - A Study of an Ambiguous Relationship’ was going to improve my life, my career prospects or, indeed, get me laid, but some residue of guilt I felt towards my parents who had paid for the course made me complete it. I eventually sent my hastily written Magnus Opus to Sussex University on 8 August 1996 and, much to my amazement, found out a few months later that it had passed.

The day after I sent off my dissertation, I was trundling east along the Central Line at the ungodly time of 6.30 a.m. Although my fellow Cityboys and -girls on the tube who glanced up from their Financial Times and checked out my cheap and nasty Terylene suit may have assumed that I was heading for some branch of Burtons to take up my position as a junior salesman, I knew different. OH, YES . . . I WAS GOING TO BE A GODDAM STOCKBROKER . . . whatever that was. I sleepily walked out of Bank tube station at 6.50 a.m. wondering what the hell awaited me and nervously headed towards the twelve-storey office block that housed the esteemed Banque Inutile. I passed venerable old buildings and imposing modern monoliths and tried to keep up with the clearly stressed-out suited City workers who were all rushing into work. As I approached the  menacing building with butterflies in my stomach partying like it was 1999 a corrupted song lyric played itself in my head on a continual loop: ‘Hey diddly dee, a broker’s life for me.’

This had the strange effect of calming me down and somehow made the whole experience more bearable. After picking up my security pass I made my way to the twelfth floor and, after a deep breath, entered what would be my home for the next two and a half years. I knew I would be relatively well received because my brother had given Banque Inutile a gargantuan order the day before I had joined as a sign of his gratitude. That was a very early lesson for me of just how the City works.

The main floor of Banque Inutile’s investment banking division was split down the middle into two distinct open-plan sections. On one side sat the research analysts staring at Excel spreadsheets on one of the two screens in front of them. The other screen was usually occupied with either a research note they were working on to send to clients or a Reuters screen displaying the breaking news for their sector and the market as a whole. This side of the building was relatively quiet and had the air of a studious library. Although analysts in the mid- 1990s did talk to clients, they did so much less than they do nowadays. Back then their main role was to produce money-making ideas for the salesmen and traders on the other side of the building to market. To this end they would tirelessly compose financial models of the publicly  listed companies that they analysed with a view to deciding if their shares were expensive, and hence a ‘Sell’, or cheap, and hence a ‘Buy’. I was informed that this would be where I would be sitting - surrounded by the other ‘teenage scribblers’, as Nigel Lawson had dismissed types like us a decade before. Within the bank itself we were referred to as the ‘rocket scientists’ and these were the people I was introduced to on my first day - a bunch of mainly Oxbridge-educated numerate geeks, most of whom seemed to have had a charisma bypass operation at birth. Great, I couldn’t wait - it promised to be a right barrel of laughs.

On the other side of the building was the much rowdier trading floor. Even the trading floor of a relatively small house like Banque Inutile was humming with frenzied activity at 7.15 a.m. on a Monday morning. This anticipatory buzz strangely reminded me of the five minutes before the start at a football match . . . although since I support Queens Park Rangers that may not be saying much. Here, salesmen shouted down the phone at their clients about how the market and specific shares were likely to behave that morning. Behind the salesmen sat the traders and market makers whose job it was to offer to buy and sell shares at a specific price. These mainly obese Essex boys were a formidable unit. Seniority seemed to be decided by the size of their pot bellies and analysts would approach them with extreme caution. Although most of them lacked a university education their sharpness of  thought (often inherited from barrow-boy market-trader fathers) meant you needed balls like watermelons to take them on in a verbal joust. They hated condescending, arrogant analysts with a passion only equalled by their love of pies and making a fast buck. Very early on in my career I witnessed the public humiliation of an egotistical dick of a colleague which ensured I wouldn’t make the same mistake myself.

I was talking to my trader, Tony, when we both overheard the analyst on the banks sector getting into some kind of contretemps with his own trader. God knows what it was about but it ended with the analyst posing the valid, but not necessarily very polite, question: ‘Anyway, Daryl, why are you such a fat bastard?’ Daryl slowly swung round in his chair and, with perfect comic timing, delivered the only possible response under the circumstances: ‘Because every time I fuck your wife she gives me a biscuit.’

Daryl’s answer may not have had the wit of Oscar Wilde or Noël Coward but all his fellow traders cracked up and that was all that mattered. The analyst spluttered some unheard response, blushed and then tried to laugh along in a nervous, half-hearted way. He knew that he’d just had his arse whipped publicly and left with his tail between his legs as soon as practically possible. I didn’t like this notorious James Blunt anyway and could barely stifle my own laughter. There were two important take-home points from this encounter: 1. Don’t fuck with the traders.

2. Playground banter is one of the most important skills in investment banking.



I like to think that I have a natural propensity for taking the piss and not flapping when I’m having the piss taken out of me. It seemed that these two skills were more important than diligence or analytical ability in gaining the respect of the trading floor, which was vital if I was to be trusted and hence introduced to important clients. All this was music to my ears.

However, it was this analysis shit I was supposed to be doing that was a little more worrying. I hadn’t studied maths since I was fifteen and it was clear that my ignorance would be exposed fairly soon. Although I didn’t know much about maths I did know that spreadsheets and mathematical formulae were not as susceptible as human beings to the kind of blagging that I was reasonably proficient at.

Still, these issues were not a problem on that first day. A friendly graduate from the insurance sector’s team showed me where the toilets and coffee machines were and introduced me to the forty or so other analysts on my part of the floor. I was told forty different names and didn’t remember a single one. Despite the fact that I would work at Banque Inutile for over two years I would still only ever know around half the people’s names on my side of the building (and even fewer on the trading floor)  by the time I left. This was not only because of my Alzheimer-like ability to forget someone’s name immediately on hearing it but because each sector team had little reason to interact with any other. Occasionally, we would talk to the oil team about their oil-price forecasts (which we’d generally ignore since they were consistently wrong) because they had implications for our electricity-price forecasts and occasionally the chemical or engineering teams might talk to us about our electricity-price estimates since energy was a significant part of their input costs, but that was about it.

At lunchtime I was taken to the local Pret A Manger which, due to the lack of office canteen, would become my primary source of nourishment. The amount of tuna baguettes and bacon, lettuce and tomato sandwiches that I’d consume during that period must have been of record-breaking proportions. Apart from that, it was simply a case of knuckling down and trying to find out what the hell it was that a research analyst actually did.

Fortunately, David assigned me to a team that included a maths Ph.D. graduate named Henry who helped me out when it came to grossing up dividends and discounting cash flow. Unfortunately, though I didn’t know it at the time, I had been allocated a sector that was universally seen to be about as interesting as an accountants’ tea party: European utilities. Even less amusingly, I was immediately given the task of covering the UK water subsector which makes the other parts of the utilities  sector look veritably racy. It still amazes me to this day that an off-hand decision by the head of research would dictate the nonsense I babbled for almost twelve years. Interestingly, I now thank the Lord (that’s the big man upstairs and not David Flynn) that I was allocated utilities, having seen the carnage that enveloped some of the ‘sexier’ sectors after the bursting of the tech bubble in 2000.

 



After a few months of composing spreadsheets, researching my sector (mainly through reading other banks’ research notes that my colleagues had obtained from friendly clients) and generally getting pissed with colleagues every Thursday evening and every Friday lunchtime, I began to settle into this strange career. It was at about this stage that David came over to me and said in his nonchalant, relaxed manner, ‘Let’s have a drink after work.’ Of course, I gladly accepted his offer. Since I’d joined we’d had a few chats but they’d been in group situations in the pub and hence fairly superficial. I’d grown to like and respect David enormously. There was something about him that made me want to impress him and seek his approval. I felt that I would be able to do both of these things that Thursday evening.

At around 5.30 p.m. David walked by my desk and I immediately stood up and followed him out the door. To avoid our colleagues we went to a rarely frequented pub on Shoreditch High Street and settled down over a couple of pints of Guinness.

David started proceedings: ‘So how are things going?’

‘Cool . . . I guess. It’s a piece of piss, this broking lark!’

‘Well, although I suspect you’re joking, you’re speaking more truth than you may realise. This evening I want to give you a few tips about how to succeed in this God-awful business and once we’ve got that horseshit over and done with we’ll go and see my girlfriend.’

Over the next half-hour my Obi Wan, my Yoda, my Merlin told me the secrets of becoming a successful City analyst. What he said may not have been rocket science, but it stood me in good stead for over a decade. Below is a summary of his six key points:1. ‘Press the flesh’: i.e. present to clients regularly and take them out for expensive meals as often as possible. The younger ones should be taken out on the lash and shown rugby games, pop concerts and so forth. My later success at this aspect of the job was aided by the fact that most of my competitors were deeply tedious individuals whose idea of a fun night out was marginally less enjoyable than sticking rusty pins in your eyes. Relative to most of those losers Steve Davis’s lust for life resembled that of Iggy Pop.

2. ‘Publish or perish’: i.e. write research notes fairly often. Some analysts get bogged down in spreadsheets and numbers but we weren’t here to sell ‘truth’ because there was no such thing. The vast  majority of share-price drivers were things like changes in interest rates, GDP growth, the oil price etc., which were near-impossible to predict. All you needed to do was spin a vaguely plausible yarn that was difficult to disprove, write it down and the suckers would bite.

3. ‘Blow your own trumpet’: There’s no place for shyness in this job. Office politics may be rife in any business but in the City it’s endemic. This is because well-timed self-aggrandisement to the boss, perhaps combined with a subtle criticism of a colleague’s performance, could mean £30,000 of his bonus coming your way. You know everyone is at it and so you’ve got to get involved. It is a given in this business that if someone can steal your thunder and take credit for your achievement then they will do so. It is, of course, around Christmas time when bonuses are decided that ethics, which are always on the critical list in the City anyway, begin to flat-line. Successful political manoeuvring can explain how two brokers of equal experience, diligence and talent covering the same sector at the same bank can earn vastly different salaries.

4. ‘Cover your back’: Bold statements like ‘these shares will go up because . . .’ make you a hostage to fortune. If you know what’s good for you, bung in a few caveats. More importantly, use emails to ensure that verbal agreements with colleagues are worth  more than the paper they’re not written on. These emails usually begin ‘As we discussed, you have agreed to . . .’ This practice has saved my bacon on more than one occasion.

5. ‘Ride on a successful analyst’s coat tails’: The best way to rapidly move up the ladder is to join an already successful team - ideally with a star analyst who will show you the ropes and introduce you to all his clients. Once you’ve learned everything you can from him, you should fuck off to form your own team, stealing his clients and ideas while you’re at it.

6. ‘None of this shit matters’: ‘Stress will kill you quicker than a rabbit gets fucked’ were David’s exact words. The moment you take this job seriously, the moment you give a shit that a share-price movement goes against your recommendation or that a client doesn’t like you, you’re done for. Never forget this job is just about money-grabbing dickheads pointlessly pushing around bits of paper. It ain’t curing cancer - it’s just the best legal means of making vast amounts of cash as quickly possible. This was his most important lesson and I never forgot it, though as events will show I did not always adhere to it.



 



David was bemused, and somewhat disappointed, to see that I was actually taking notes during his half-hour diatribe. As soon as he finished he downed his pint, slammed it on the table, stood up and simply said, ‘We’re  off to see Isabella, let’s go.’ I knew David was married and the fact he was willing to introduce me to his mistress made me feel part of his ‘inner circle of trust’ and that made me feel good.

 



After a very short taxi ride (one of David’s mottos was ‘Why walk when someone can drive you?’) to where Shoreditch High Street forked we stopped outside what appeared to be a strip joint called Pinks. I thought it a little unusual that we were meeting his bit on the side at a strip joint but was happy to roll with it. After giving the two heavies outside our five-pound entrance fee we walked through the thick velvet curtains into a proper, old-school den of iniquity. Ostensibly Pinks was just a normal pub - the principal difference being that it had no windows and that the clientele were all men, mostly old men, who were generally not talking but rather staring towards us as we walked in. Oh yes . . . and the other difference was that there was a stage with a beautiful naked chick sporting a shaven raven who was upside down slowly slipping down a pole just to the right of where we’d come in from. It took a few seconds of confused self-consciousness for me to realise why all these old geezers were staring in my direction and I was pleased to find out that for once it wasn’t my shite suit that was the source of all the attention. The clientele themselves were an amusing mix of local impoverished degenerates dressed in cheap clothes and drinking bitter and the odd Cityboy whose  bespoke suit and £200 shoes stuck out a mile. There’s an admirable equality about these kind of East End strip joints - disparities in wealth and employment are left at the door and we spectators are unified by our common ‘pastime’. At Pinks we were not brokers or builders or binmen; we were simply admirers of the female form . . . or perverts, depending on your point of view.

We ordered two pints and settled on a couple of stools with our backs to the bar so that we could enjoy the show. After a deep, satisfying glug of lager I asked David when his missus was turning up. Without batting an eyelid or looking at me he simply said, ‘She’s already here. She’s over there on the stage.’ In front of me, the same beautiful, tanned, naked brunette who had been on the stage as we entered the building was now bending over with her back to the audience, parting her butt cheeks as she did so. I almost choked on my mouthful of lager and quickly tried my best to regain my composure. After a few awkward seconds I said one of the less convincing lies I’ve come out with over the last thirty-five years. ‘She, er, looks like a nice girl.’

Choosing to ignore any possible irony David merely grunted an acknowledgement. After the loud R&B track ended, signalling that Isabella’s dance was over, a fellow stripper came around with a pint mug into which everyone placed a one-pound coin. While I fumbled in my pockets trying to find one David put in two with an insouciance that reflected a lifetime of watching young  ladies getting their kit off for cash at dodgy East End dives.

After a few minutes Isabella appeared looking infinitely more respectable in a neon-orange thong and matching peephole bra. She demurely kissed David on the cheek and took a seat next to us. She was about twenty-five, had the body of a swimwear model, and a face with bone structure that would have intimidated Audrey Hepburn. I had to make the painful admission that she was significantly more attractive than any girl I’d ever been with and yet here she was with a fat old degenerate. Two simple questions posed themselves immediately. Firstly, is there no justice in the world? . . . and much, much more importantly - how do I get a piece of this action?

After a few brief pleasantries David gave me an unintentional clue to that all-important second question. He reached into his pocket, took out a beautiful gold necklace and, as Isabella leaned forward, placed it gently around her neck. With hindsight my naïvety was extraordinary but what was even stranger was David’s own self-delusion. As Isabella left to perform another ‘dance’ he turned round to me and, with a look that can only be compared to that of a besotted teenager in the grip of puppy love, said, ‘I really think she loves me. You know, I think this might be the real thing.’ I couldn’t believe that a cynical old trooper like David could actually ignore the obvious reason for her affection. The only thing that was real about the reasons for her ‘love’ was the Brazilian real that his sterling would be converted into as soon as she  was forced back to São Paolo by the immigration boys.

I would witness randy old stockbrokers display this extraordinary self-delusion again and again over my City career. Watching corpulent buffoons wearing appalling sports jackets actually believing that the fit young totty they’re chatting to at dreadful clubs in Soho were interested in anything other than their wedge would be humorous were it not so tragic. One of the many, many reasons I vowed I would leave the City before I was forty was my fear of seeing a fat gurning idiot leching over some nubile chick and then suddenly realising that it was my reflection in some seedy nightclub’s mirrored walls.

 



After that memorable evening I settled into the working life of an analyst and one-on-one encounters with my guru were few and far between. I sat around and continued to try to understand what the hell my sector involved and what it was that a research analyst did. Apart from getting arseholed fairly regularly at the local bar the routine seemed to involve an endless cycle of publishing research notes, marketing those notes to clients via phone calls and presentations, and taking those same clients out for posh lunches and the odd sporting event. We had to keep our clients, the salesmen and the traders informed about share-price-sensitive developments in the sector and, no matter what our level of knowledge, we had to always have ‘a view’ if we didn’t want to appear pointless. It didn’t seem particularly challenging and nothing about the job seemed  to explain why the salaries on offer dwarfed those of lawyers, accountants, management consultants, etc. Still, that wasn’t my problem. In fact, that was a problem that all those lawyers, accountants and management consultants should have been contemplating.

The only major learning experience that remained for me in 1996 was Banque Inutile’s Christmas party - where to say I made a tit of myself would be to insult mammary glands across this planet. It was the first in a long line of office Christmas parties that, at best, would end with me falling asleep on the tube home and waking up somewhere like Morden (or Mordor, as amusing colleagues dubbed it) and, at worst, being hustled out by concerned colleagues. Banque Inutile’s 1996 Christmas party could have prematurely ended my City career were it not for David’s obvious enjoyment of my absurdity and his clear wish to witness it again and again. On this count, unlike most others, I would not disappoint him.

There was a buzz of expectation on the day of the office Christmas party. During December, no one in the City does much work and the Christmas party is often the culmination of some serious liver-destroying sessions in the pub. ’Tis truly the season to be jolly hungover. Although the UK water companies reported their half-year results in early December I was not yet experienced enough to be trusted to inform the sales force what they meant; that pleasure was still Henry’s. So I was free to spend most afternoons on the lash with  colleagues, friends and even a few lowly clients that I had been allocated. The party began at 6.30 p.m. but I had been knocking back lagers and sambucas since 4.30 p.m. with some of the more roguish Banque Inutile boys. I was already off my canister by the time I arrived at the party and can’t really remember what happened during the five hours prior to my kind-hearted workmates pulling me out, but witness accounts suggest I managed to achieve the following:1. I almost got into a fight with an acquaintance at the bank by incessantly mocking his appalling dancing. Apparently, I very magnanimously walked away from this hulking titan of a man before things got physical. I imagine this rugby prop forward still thanks his lucky stars to this day that I had the good grace to let it lie.

2. I made it quite clear to two married colleagues whom I knew were having an illicit affair that I, and everyone else, was quite aware of their late-night dalliances in the photocopying room. The look that I received from the fuming lady suggested I would undoubtedly be removed from her Christmas card list.

3. I threw shapes on the dance floor like an ecstasy-addled teenager. Apparently, I also removed my shirt as if performing a mal-coordinated strip routine and then introduced bemused spectators to a dance move that was out of place when first revealed at  university and was certainly not appropriate at a reasonably formal party surrounded by a wunch of bankers. Word on the street was that my innovative semi-naked backward press-up manoeuvre with suggestive pelvic thrusts did not go down too well with some of our senior visitors from Paris.

4. I ruffled David Flynn’s hair and patted his ever-expanding paunch. Of all the dreadful things I did this was the one I regretted most. Not only was it about as appropriate as patting the Queen’s bum but this man would be deciding my bonuses for as long as both he and I were at Banque Inutile.

5. I made appalling clumsy moves on the pharmaceutical team’s forty-two-year-old happily married secretary. This was not only inappropriate but also a source of continual mockery from my colleagues since she had the misfortune of possessing a face like a well-slapped arse. To have made a move on such a munter was bad enough, but to have been blanked really showed a distinct lack of class.

6. Finally, I ended up puking behind a food counter having been unable to reach the toilets. It was at this stage that a few workmates gently forced me out of the building. I woke up the next day fully suited on the floor next to my bed feeling and smelling like Richard Burton after a five-day bender - and I say that fully aware of the fact that by 1996 he had been dead for twelve years.
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