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For my parents, who taught me: 




	There are many things more important than money.


	It’s OK for boys to cry.






PART 1


The Tumour
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Malignant


It was the size of a golf ball and lodged deep in something called his anterior insular cortex. And now everything should have fallen into perspective; that was the platitude. Minor inconveniences, trivial delays, the petty irritations of day-to-day life – none of these things should have mattered any more. Traffic jams should not have mattered any more. But the reality of having a malignant brain tumour, Gabriel found, was not nearly so edifying. 


Petty irritations were more irritating than ever before, and being stuck in a traffic jam was a luxury he could ill afford.


Under normal circumstances – circumstances before the tumour – he would have utilised this time productively. He would have checked the overnight news on his iPad, looking for anything that might affect the markets when they opened in ninety minutes’ time. This was the way he had started every working day for the past ten years. Now, instead, he found himself calculating how much of his remaining life had been wasted in this line of unmoving cars.


The answer was one seventeen-thousandth. According to his consultant at the clinic on Harley Street – Armstrong or Anderton, or whatever the hell his name was – Gabriel Vaughn could reasonably expect to live for six more months. And this morning he had spent an unacceptable proportion of that stuck in stationary traffic.


He hadn’t planned to move. In fact, he didn’t know he was moving until his index finger made contact with his chauffeur’s left shoulder – and once it had, it was difficult to tell who was the more surprised. In the last three years, ever since Gabriel had been given a chauffeur, the journey to work had followed an unwavering regimen of absolute silence. Every morning at six o’clock precisely, the car – a Mercedes-Benz S-Class in gunmetal grey – would be waiting outside Gabriel’s apartment block. The chauffeur would open the door and utter a polite ‘Good morning, sir,’ and, if he was lucky, Vaughn would reciprocate with a curt nod. There had never once been physical contact. Now, it caused both men to jolt, as if by a mild electric shock. 


Gabriel was the first to recover. He settled back in his seat and glared at the anxious, disembodied eyes in the rear-view mirror. ‘Let me out,’ he said.


‘Sir?’


‘I want to get out.’


‘Um … here?’ The chauffeur gestured at the surrounding traffic, an uncertain, wobbly gesture, such as might be made by a man treading water in the middle of a vast lake. ‘There’s not really anywhere I can—’


‘Never mind that. Just let me out.’


The chauffeur hesitated, looked around briefly, then tightened his hands on the steering wheel. They were just outside Deutsche Bank, penned into the inside lane of the dual carriageway by a taxi, two BMWs and a Bentley. ‘You want me to … open the door?’


In all honesty, it hadn’t occurred to Gabriel that there was any viable alternative to this. He hadn’t considered the possibility that he might cut out the middleman and simply open the door for himself. After all, he had never had to do this before; and, on reflection, he had no intention of starting now. Given the circumstances, he saw no sensible way of retracting his demand. He wasn’t going to show weakness in front of the chauffeur.


‘I’m going to walk,’ Gabriel said. ‘It will be quicker.’ He managed to intone the latter as a rebuke rather than an explanation, as if his driver were personally responsible for the state of the roads that morning.


There was only a flicker of hesitation. The next moment, the handbrake had been applied and blind obedience took over. To a chorus of blaring horns, the chauffeur got out and opened the rear passenger door.


‘Have a good day, sir.’


Gabriel didn’t answer. He didn’t nod either. He grabbed his briefcase from the back seat, then disappeared through a momentary gap in the traffic.
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The Camp


Gabriel did not blame his chauffeur, not really. He blamed the camp. Because there was no good reason for the City to be this busy first thing on a Monday morning. Granted, the financial sector did go to work two or three hours before everyone else, so it was a given that there would be some traffic. And it was at least plausible that something else had caused this gridlock: a major pile-up or a breakdown in a bottleneck or a suicide on the Central Line. But in his gut, Gabriel knew this was far too much to hope for. This was purposeful disruption; he would have bet his chauffeur’s life on it.


It was only a ten-minute walk to St Paul’s, but this was ten minutes more than he would have chosen to spend power-walking on a public pavement. It wasn’t that he was averse to exercise; he spent a minimum of forty minutes in the gym every day, in the pool or on the weights or rowing machine. Naked, in front of the mirror, his muscles could fairly be described as ‘sculpted’, even though he seldom used them for any practical purpose. They were essentially cosmetic.


Nevertheless, the minimal effort required to propel his body half a mile through central London should not have been a problem; except that he hated to exert himself outside of a controlled climate. The sensation of sweating under a shirt and long autumn coat was deeply unpleasant. When Gabriel Vaughn sweated, he liked to know that he would be washing the sweat away within the hour.


Compounding his physical discomfort was the mental distress that came with being late for work. Gabriel was a man who thrived on routine, not because of some innate psychological predisposition but rather because he needed a vice-tight schedule in order to optimise his day. Thus he should have been behind his desk twenty minutes ago, no later than twenty past six; and ten minutes ago, he should have been walking into Mason’s office for the first meeting of the day (the pre-meeting meeting). Of course, it was entirely possible that Mason had also been held up, depending on the level of chaos these protesters had managed to engineer. But that was not the point. Gabriel wasn’t paid 3.4 million a year to roll into the office whenever he felt like it.


By the time he reached Cheapside, he had regained most of his composure. There was no sign, yet, of anything out of the ordinary, no early morning marches or assemblies, no barricades in the streets. But this did nothing to dispel his certainty regarding the cause of this morning’s traffic jam. Simultaneously, as Gabriel approached the west side of the cathedral, he was able to bolster his conviction that most of the protesters were far too lazy to be up and organised this early in the day. Under normal circumstances, this apparent contradiction might have been problematic. But when it came to the camp, Gabriel was willing to lower his usual standards of logic and rationality by a considerable margin.


They had arrived ten days ago, one bright and seemingly unremarkable Saturday morning, armed to the teeth with banners and tents and tarpaulins. The first he’d heard of it was via a text from Mason.


Turn on the fucking news.


Nothing else. Gabriel hadn’t received a message like this since Lehman Brothers went belly-up in 2008.


What confronted him, this time, was a roiling sea of people on the steps of St Paul’s. They had beards and tattoos and piercings and megaphones. They had placards bearing slogans such as WE ARE THE 99% and WHY SHOULD WE PAY FOR THEIR CRISIS? According to the BBC, there were several thousand of them. They had been planning to occupy Paternoster Square, home to the London Stock Exchange, but had been thwarted by a last-minute court order and a police blockade. Like much of central London, Paternoster Square appeared to be public land but was actually private property. 


It belonged to the Mitsubishi Corporation.


Gabriel had never been so relieved to discover that half an acre of his native soil had been acquired by a Japanese conglomerate. The only downside was that all those people had to end up somewhere. And they had ended up just round the corner, right on his doorstep.


So for six consecutive working days, Gabriel had had to walk through their midst just to get into the office. It was unavoidable. Mason Wallace Capital Management was based in Stanton House, the entrance to which faced directly on to St Paul’s Churchyard. Directly on to the camp. And since the whole area was pedestrianised, this was one of the few situations in which having a personal chauffeur conferred no real advantage. Traffic jam or no, for the last fifty metres of his commute, Gabriel was on his own.
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Assets and Liabilities


Today, he was able to slip round the periphery of the camp without major incident. He was snarled at by a woman with a face like a hunting accident – all metal and misaligned teeth – but he’d grown used to this over the past week. Even when he wasn’t stepping out of his chauffeur-driven Mercedes, it was impossible to mistake Gabriel Vaughn for anything less than what he was. A man who had made more money in the past six months than anybody in that camp would earn in a lifetime. 


To make matters worse, he was also relatively young – thirty-two – and extremely handsome, though it was only in the last week that Gabriel had appreciated how his wealth and youth and looks could be a liability as well as an asset. But what could he do? He only owned expensive suits, and even if he’d had the wardrobe or inclination to dress down, that still wouldn’t have solved the problem of his exceptional face. Gabriel had been born beautiful, and, short of wearing a balaclava, there was no way to remedy this. He just had to accept the resentment his features sometimes provoked.


As always, there were two security guards posted in the foyer of Stanton House, and Gabriel managed a cheery wave as he passed them on his way to the lift. Not easy, but well worth the effort, given the situation outside. Gabriel habitually divided the rest of humanity into two distinct categories: people who were useful and people who were irrelevant. Needless to say, the second group was a thousand times larger than the first, and it was almost impossible to transition from one to the other. But over the past ten days, the security guys had done just that. With the barbarians hammering at the gates, you wanted to make damn sure the men guarding the gates felt appreciated.
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Steel and Glass


From the outside, Stanton House was fairly nondescript. It looked much like any other office block – high-end, but nothing spectacular, not by London standards. On the inside, however, it was exquisite. There was a central atrium that flooded the interior with natural light. The offices were panelled with polished wood, and leased by an international cartel of lawyers, accountants and money managers. The Internet connection was so fast you could download a terabyte of porn in less than seventeen minutes. It was a twenty-first-century temple.


Mason Wallace Capital Management was situated on the top and most expensive floor, having moved up from the third floor, the one below, after the previous occupant had imploded during the 2008 crash. There were some who had questioned the cost-benefit ratio of moving the entire office up one flight of stairs, especially when it would necessitate a full refit to bring the ‘new premises’ up to spec. But Mason had been swift to dismiss their lack of vision.


‘For God’s sake, people!’ he’d admonished. 


Mason’s managers were all men; but in this instance, rhetoric was far more important than accuracy.


‘Vaughn!’ Mason’s arm swung in a wide arc over the board table, like a compass needle seeking magnetic north. ‘Help me out here. Why should we move? Please explain this to Sherman et al.’


Gabriel fixed Sherman with a shark-eyed stare. ‘Image.’


‘Image! Vaughn, you’ve just added another ten K to your bonus.’ Mason leaned back in his chair and cracked his knuckles theatrically. ‘Sherman, let me clarify this for you. Imagine, just for one second, you’re a client looking to invest twenty-five million. There are two funds you need to decide between – both with great records, annual returns north of fifteen per cent. But one’s on the third floor and the other’s in the penthouse. Which do you pick?’


A deep silence hung in the boardroom. No one chose that moment to point out that the fund in the penthouse had recently gone bust. That was why the space was now available.


‘Image, people! We’re looking to grow our assets by forty per cent minimum in the next three years. And this,’ he pointed both index fingers at the ceiling, ‘is just the start.’


His words had been prophetic. In the next three years, Mason had grown the fund faster than anyone would have believed possible, and today, assets under management stood at just below four billion pounds – a figure higher than the GDP of a number of African nations. But even Gabriel found it difficult to attribute too much of this growth to the change of office. Most of it had come from betting on the collapse of the Greek economy.
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Mason


Today he was standing in front of the window, his back to the door. As with most of the executive offices on the fourth floor, Mason’s overlooked St Paul’s Churchyard. Until ten days ago, this had been a good thing.


‘Look at them,’ Mason spat. ‘Just look at them!’


Gabriel didn’t know if this request was rhetorical or not, but he wasn’t going to spend the next fifteen minutes talking to Mason’s back. He closed the door behind him, then joined the other man by the window.


‘I’ve been thinking.’ Mason jabbed his finger against the triple glazing. ‘We need to hire a hitman. Just one Russian with an AK-47, that’s all it would take.’ He stepped back and, squinting through an imaginary sight, performed the universal mime for death by machine gun. ‘What do you think? Have a quick whip-round after the morning meeting?’


Gabriel pretended to weigh this proposition. ‘How much would we need?’


Mason shrugged. ‘Going rate’s a quarter of a million per victim, but I’m sure we could negotiate a discount for buying in bulk. How many of them are there?’


‘A few hundred.’


‘Fuck it. We’ll ask the investors to chip in too.’


‘Or we could just move to Mayfair.’


‘Ha!’ It was Mason’s standard laugh, a single explosive guffaw. ‘Vaughn, we’re going nowhere. It’ll be winter soon. Then we’ll see how much those cocksuckers like their tents.’


He spun and slapped Gabriel on the shoulder, gesturing with his other hand to the black leather sofa, perpendicular to his desk. It was where the most important clients – those with the highest net worth – sat when they visited the office, and it was where Gabriel sat for fifteen minutes every day during the pre-meeting meeting. Mason seemed too agitated to sit this morning. He paced for a while and then half-perched on the corner of his desk. He could do this because his desk was always kept entirely free of clutter. The only things on it were a couple of computer screens, a phone and a small engraved sign, which read: 


THE BUCK $TOPS HERE.


Mason had stolen the idea from President Truman, who had kept a similar sign on his desk in the Oval Office.


‘OK, Vaughn. To business. What’s going on this morning? Where the fuck is everyone?’


‘The City’s gridlocked. I had to get out at Deutsche Bank and walk. Something to do with our friends down there, I’d imagine.’ Gabriel gestured at the window. Mason nodded grimly. ‘You might want to push the meeting back. Kilner and Shipman have made it in, but it looks like anyone coming by road from the east is basically fucked.’


‘Fine. We’ll give the rest until twenty past. After that, no excuses. Anything major from the weekend?’


Brain tumour.


‘The Euro summit went pretty much as expected. Lots of strong statements, no real action. Certainly nothing to bolster the markets. Spanish and Italian bonds are still in freefall.’


‘Awesome. What’s this I’m hearing about an earthquake in Turkey? CNN says the death toll’s a hundred and rising.’


‘Eastern Turkey. Bunch of goat herders. Doesn’t affect us.’


‘What about Syria?’


‘Getting more interesting by the day. The whole region is ready to blow. Arms are a potential goldmine. As is oil.’


Mason grinned, showing all his teeth. ‘So what’s new? High risk, though.’


‘It’s just a matter of timing. Get that right and we’ll make a fucking fortune.’


‘Get it wrong and we’re liable to get our balls blown off.’


Gabriel shrugged. ‘That’s why we’ll get it right. I’m very fond of my balls.’


‘Ha!’ Mason slapped his leg. ‘Vaughn, you’re a man after my own heart. Anything else I need to know?’


The tumour: it’s grade four. That means it’s large and extremely aggressive. Also, it’s inoperable. Conventional surgery would likely do more harm than good. And it’s stuck in a part of my brain that’s involved in ‘emotional processing’, which is one of the reasons my moods have been so fucking weird lately. Don’t worry, though. I’m not going to let it affect my work.


‘Nope. That’s everything.’
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One Month Ago


He was crying on the Tube. That was the moment the balance tipped, when suspicion became certainty. Something was terribly wrong.


At first, he’d tried to convince himself that there must be a simple, non-life-threatening reason for his tears. The mere fact that he was on the Tube might even be explanation enough. After all, Gabriel had not used the Tube since 2005. That he was doing so now was the result of a series of awful misjudgements.


It had all started the previous evening, when he’d phoned Chelsea Courtesans to try to make an appointment with Melissa. 


Gabriel had been using escorts, on and off, for the past decade, and during this period the experience had generally got better and better. As with so many service industries, prostitution had come on in leaps and bounds with the development of online shopping. By the late noughties, it wasn’t that different from going on Amazon. You could flick through galleries, check profiles and even read user reviews. But, unfortunately, no one had managed to eradicate the problem of direct human interaction entirely. All of the online agencies still insisted on some minimal vetting to check you weren’t a psychopath, and this meant talking to you on the phone. Usually, these conversations were brief and straightforward, but every so often, you encountered an operator who made matters more complicated than they should have been.


This was the case that Saturday.


Admittedly, it was short notice, but Gabriel had made it clear that he was willing to pay significantly more than the going rate.


‘Three thousand pounds,’ he told the operator.


‘Sir, she really isn’t available. If you—’


‘Five thousand.’


This was Gabriel’s solution whenever he encountered a seemingly intractable problem. He threw money at it.


‘Just do your job and pass the offer on,’ he said.


The operator ignored this demand and tried to redirect him to some newbie called Nikita. Twenty years old, probably fresh off the plane that morning. But Gabriel was not in the mood for something new. He wanted the comfort of familiarity. Even odder, he wanted a woman who might be able to hold down a conversation for more than two minutes. And with these eastern Europeans, that was by no means a given.


He should have cut his losses at this point. Instead, he ended up going out for ‘drinks’ with Ainsley and Shipman. They met in a bar in Fitzrovia. Shipman was dating a model, and she had brought along one of her friends, also a model. The whole evening was excruciating.


It wasn’t that Gabriel felt awkward being the ‘third wheel’. The problem was that Ainsley’s date – the other model – made it clear from the outset that she was more interested in Gabriel than in Ainsley. This was understandable since Gabriel was far more interesting than Ainsley. Plus Ainsley really didn’t know how to talk to these women. It was embarrassing to watch. Here was a man on a seven-figure salary, but put him next to a beautiful woman and he was completely out of his depth. Gabriel, in contrast, had never had the slightest problem talking to models. Why would he? In a different life, he could have been a model himself.


‘So, Gabe. You seeing anyone at the moment?’


She had to shout it across the table to make herself audible over the music. This was after two hours of being politely brushed aside. She’d just been to the bathroom to powder her nose, apparently in preparation for this last dignity-destroying gambit. Unfortunately, Ainsley had likewise spent half the evening icing his beak. Now he was sweating like a fat man in a sauna, while imagining he was James fucking Bond.


‘Ha! Gabe doesn’t really do relationships, do you, Gabe? Just prostitutes.’


Gabriel smiled thinly. He had half a mind to take the model home with him, just to teach Ainsley a lesson. Not that there was anything inaccurate about what the other man had said. Gabriel didn’t do relationships – not since the Catherine debacle. Still, he wasn’t going to tolerate being undermined like this.


He went to the bar, ordered a Scotch that cost more than a plane ticket to Scotland, then sought out the most attractive non-prostitute he could find. She was an actress, apparently, and seemed to find it hysterical that Gabriel had heard of neither her nor her TV show.


‘I’m in finance,’ Gabriel told her.


She found this hysterical too. In fact, she seemed to find everything Gabriel said hysterical, and she had a laugh like a penguin being murdered. But that was neither here nor there.


‘Are you, like, one of those evil bankers who make a million pounds in bonuses every year?’ She licked her lips while jabbing him repeatedly in the chest with her index finger. ‘You look like one of those evil bankers.’


‘No, not at all like that. I co-run a hedge fund. And my bonus is dependent on how I perform. Last year it was two and a half million.’


At this point she spilled most of her drink over the bar.


‘Let me get you another.’


Three drinks later, she asked him if he wanted to come back to her apartment.


‘I have toys,’ she added.
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Toys


Nowhere near as much fun as it sounded. Gabriel spent twenty minutes trying to operate a device made of fluorescent pink rubber while she writhed and moaned in a manner that did nothing to boost her acting credentials. After that she told him that she needed him inside her. So he obliged, and there was plenty more writhing and fake moaning – on both sides – before a climax that could only be described as mediocre.


Shortly afterwards, she passed out – which would have been a blessing, had she not passed out with her head on Gabriel’s chest. When he tried to move her, she made a strange sort of whimpering sound and locked her arm even more tightly round his waist. It wasn’t until eight the next morning that he was safely able to ease her back to the other side of the bed and start collecting his clothes.


He managed to get out of her apartment without waking her, and then briefly considered flagging down a cab before dismissing the idea as lunacy. Gabriel had a policy of never getting into a London taxi on his own. The problem was that London cabbies – every London cabbie he’d ever met – wanted to talk, and Gabriel did not like talking to taxi drivers. He’d once tried to pay one not to talk him – he’d offered twenty pounds – but the driver had been so incensed that he’d actually stopped the cab and demanded that Gabriel either apologise or get out.


Gabriel had got out.


Could he call his chauffeur just after eight on a Sunday morning? He could, but how long would he have to wait for the car to arrive?


The only other option was the Tube. Probably the quickest choice, and at least it would be quiet at this hour. And unless Tube etiquette had changed drastically in the last year, he certainly wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. Or even suffer eye contact.


Best of a bad bunch, Gabriel decided.


He took out his phone and used the GPS to find out where he was – somewhere just off Gloucester Road – and then walked the few hundred metres to the Tube station.


Ten minutes later, the tears had started.
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Crying on the Tube


For several minutes, he thought he was going to vomit. He had no idea what else the sensation could be. He was shaking. He had his face in his hands. There was a knot in his stomach that seemed to be simultaneously tightening and unravelling.


Vomit, it turned out, would have been far more innocuous.


Gabriel Vaughn had not cried since he was seven years old, but now it was as if he were picking up exactly where he’d left off. These were just the tears a seven-year-old boy might cry, a series of ragged escalating sobs, rising in both volume and pitch. There was no hope of containing them.


‘Hey, man. You all right?’


Gabriel didn’t know who had asked this question, because his face was still buried in his hands, but the possibilities were narrow. There hadn’t been many people in the carriage when he got on: two or three adolescents who looked as if they must work in shops or fast food outlets; a woman with a suitcase, and another reading a paperback; two young, dark-skinned men with beards. Gabriel had sat as far away from the Beards as possible. He understood statistics, of course – that was a large part of his job – so he knew how idiotic this was. He had more chance of being killed by falling masonry than by Islamic extremists – considerably more. Yet still he couldn’t help himself. He spent too much of his time watching the news.


‘You all right, bro?’


Gabriel tried to nod that he was fine, while still crying and holding his face, a manoeuvre that resulted in him rocking back and forth in his seat. He could sense that at least some of the carriage’s other occupants were starting to shuffle away. Then someone came and sat next to him and placed a hand on his back. One of the women; he was able to deduce this from her scent – sweet and slightly spicy. Gabriel, in contrast, smelled of alcohol and sex. And he could not stop crying.


It was the worst five minutes of his life. 


In a fortnight’s time, his doctor would go through the results of the MRI scan with him in a soft, solemn voice. Shortly after that, the biopsy would deliver more dire news. And on both occasions, Gabriel could find only one thought to console himself: at least he wasn’t back on that Tube train.


Time seemed to ooze like treacle, and Gabriel sat and rocked and wept. Anguish – that was the word he used to describe the incident to the first doctor, the one who referred him for further tests. It sounded absurd, after the fact, but it was the only word that came close to explaining what had happened that morning.


And then it had stopped. One minute he couldn’t think for emotion, and the next it had simply vanished. He was aware that the hand was still resting on his back, applying a consistent, gentle pressure.


Gabriel felt mortified. He kept his face buried, because he had no better option. What do you say to the woman – the absolute stranger – who has just patted your back through five minutes of unbroken crying? 


He waited for the doors to hiss open at the next station, then sprang for the exit. Unfortunately, he mistimed it and found himself lurching straight towards another passenger who was trying to board the train. He had to spin mid-stride to avoid her, and as he did so, he caught a glimpse of the woman who had comforted him. Except it wasn’t a woman. It was one of the terrorists.


Gabriel didn’t stop moving. He more or less fell out of the train, then ran for the nearest escalator.
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Hang the Bankers?


Gabriel stood in his office – pretty much identical to Mason’s but thirty per cent smaller – and surveyed the vista below. It was ten thirty and the camp was starting to get lively. It wasn’t just the Occupiers anymore. Broadcasters were setting up wherever they could find space. Camera crews were looking for angles. Journalists were hunting out subjects to interview. The only good news, so far as Gabriel could see, was that numbers were certainly down from last week, when it had been an all-out media circus. The bad news was that the twenty-four/seven coverage of the site had transformed it into a major tourist attraction. By the end of the previous week – the first week of the occupation – people had been flocking to the steps of St Paul’s, and the trend looked set to continue. Already, Gabriel could see the predictable lines of Chinese tourists queuing for photographs against the backdrop of the tarpaulins, or just staring transfixed by the spectacle of British ‘democracy’ in action.


Inevitably, this ongoing scrutiny did not encourage the protesters to rein in their act. Instead, the camp seemed to become more theatrical in direct proportion to the number of onlookers. The megaphones came out, the guitars, the bongos. Thankfully this was just a dumbshow from Gabriel’s vantage point. No one had yet invented a bongo that could penetrate the xenon-filled triple glazing of Stanton House.


The banners, however, were another matter. Even though it was theoretically possible not to look at them, this was only true in the sense that it’s possible not to look at a car crash. New ones were appearing all the time, and they were getting more creative. Today, Gabriel found his eyes fixated on a double bed sheet that had been unfurled on one side of the food tent. The following design had been daubed on it in thick black paint:
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The attacks, Gabriel felt, were getting more and more personal.


He understood the root of the problem, of course. The basic gripe was that he had money and they did not. Yet he assumed many of these people had done humanities degrees. This was the choice they had made; no one had held a gun to their collective head. Gabriel had half a mind to make his own banner and put it in his window: NEWSFLASH: THERE’S MONEY IN FINANCE; SOCIOLOGY DOES NOT PAY.


But Gabriel thought that banners were extremely immature. More importantly, he had no intention of entering into a dialogue with these people.
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Good Priest, Bad Priest


At the beginning of the occupation, Mason had made a prediction. He had said – with a confidence bordering on fanaticism – that it would all be over within the week. His contacts in the City of London Corporation had informed him that the wheels were already turning. There was a sea of police officers, which looked poised to surge at any moment. They had full riot gear: shields and truncheons and visored helmets; and hopefully a few tasers thrown into the mix as well. The eviction would be clean and swift.


And then, at an alarming speed, things started to change. The media free-for-all was just the beginning.


Two days into the demonstrations, the canon chancellor of St Paul’s emerged from the gloom of the cathedral and asked the police to leave the premises. He said that the Church had no objection to peaceful protest, especially when it was in a righteous cause. Then, borrowing a megaphone from one of the demonstrators, he began to quote the Bible. In fact, he quoted St Paul himself – the first epistle to Timothy.


‘For lo!’ shouted the canon. ‘“We brought nothing into this world, and it is certain we can carry nothing out. And having food and clothing let us therewith be content. But they that will be rich fall into temptation and a snare, and into many foolish and hurtful lusts, which drown men in destruction and perdition. For the love of money is the root of all evil: which while some coveted after, they have erred from the faith, and pierced themselves through with many sorrows.”’


‘That son of a bitch!’ bellowed Mason in the next day’s morning meeting. He had a copy of the Evening Standard, which he now flung across the board table, narrowly missing Ainsley’s head; the canon’s impromptu sermon had also been reprinted in the Guardian and the Independent and every other left-leaning rag in London.


A few days later, the dean of St Paul’s – the canon chancellor’s boss – would issue a statement making it clear that the words of the canon (not to mention St Paul) did not necessarily reflect the Church’s official stance on the occupation. He asked that the protesters leave peacefully, saying that until they did, the cathedral would have to remain closed – due to health and safety concerns. Gabriel didn’t know from precisely where this change in direction originated; but he did know that the Church of England derived a significant proportion of its income from its five-billion-pound investment portfolio, which was part-managed by some of the largest hedge funds in London.


The canon chancellor resigned soon afterwards, citing irreconcilable disagreements regarding the Cathedral’s handling of the demonstrators. Shortly after that, the dean resigned too, with everyone else citing his appalling mismanagement of the situation.


It had started as a PR disaster for the financial sector, and evolved into an even greater PR disaster for the Church; and all the time, the camp became more and more entrenched, both physically and in the public’s consciousness. The day after the canon chancellor’s initial speech, the police presence was already starting to wane. A senior officer made a statement saying that as long as the protest remained peaceful and law-abiding, they were hoping to keep policing to a minimum, leaving just a small contingent at the site to ensure crowd safety. Two days after that, a block of Portaloos was delivered, and Mason became apoplectic.


‘Granted, they’re a bit of an eyesore,’ Sherman ventured, ‘but if it stops people pissing in the street—’


‘Sherman, get with the fucking programme!’ Mason raged. ‘This isn’t about pissing. It’s about symbolism!’


But Gabriel knew how to read between the lines. This wasn’t about pissing or symbolism – not really. It was about Mason’s initial prediction.


Mason could not stand being wrong.
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Ring Ring


Gabriel’s reverie was interrupted by the phone. It was Nicola, his PA. She wanted to run though his schedule for the afternoon. Along with fielding his calls and fetching him coffee and pastries from Starbucks, keeping on top of Gabriel’s schedule was one of Nicola’s key duties. Her job was a degrading one – Gabriel realised this – but it was also well-remunerated (as long as one judged this matter according to PA standards, as opposed to hedge fund standards in general). Mason Wallace Capital Management paid her thirty-three thousand pounds a year. Experience had shown that this was the minimum salary at which any competent PA would stay working for Mason Wallace Capital Management.


Nicola was extremely competent. She was also fairly old, for a PA. Gabriel didn’t know how old, exactly, because he made a point of taking no interest whatsoever in her personal circumstances. Nor had he played any part in her recruitment. After the Catherine debacle, Gabriel had effectively been barred from hiring his own staff. Everyone in HR agreed that this was for the best. 


Until the day she started working for him, Gabriel had never even set eyes on Nicola. Consequently, she was a huge success. She had now been Gabriel’s PA for over a year. She had fetched him more than a thousand cups of coffee from Starbucks. She had deflected hundreds of unwanted phone calls. They had never had sex against the filing cabinet. Gabriel was getting more done – making more money – than ever before. Or this had been the case, until very recently.


‘Nicola, I’m flat out at the moment,’ Gabriel told her. ‘The schedule will have to wait.’


‘But—’


‘Listen, Nicola. I genuinely don’t have time for this. We’ll talk in half an hour. Bring coffee. And a muffin. Blueberry.’


He hung up before she could respond, then went back to his window.
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The Cycle


It was a time of slogans. It had been for at least the past three years; and this was another thing for which the media, in Gabriel’s opinion, was largely to blame.


It began with the bursting of the sub-prime bubble, which resulted in the credit crisis, which then mutated into the even pithier credit crunch. That was the one that every paper, pundit and broadcaster leaped upon, and afterwards, all journalistic restraint went out of the window. Over the subsequent months, and then years, it had seemed that they were all competing to see who could come up with the most elaborate metaphor to explain what was happening – and, more importantly, to damn those responsible.


Financial engineering, predatory lending, toxic assets, the fiscal cliff, financial weapons of mass destruction, global economic meltdown – the list went on and on, with the terms becoming ever more alarmist. Gabriel had even seen the headline ASTOCKALYPSE used at one point – on the day the markets suffered their biggest plunge since 9/11. But, thankfully, that was one term that had not caught on.


Within the hedge fund community, the language was subtler, and far more realistic. No one talked in terms of crisis or failure. Even the phrase ‘boom and bust’ was widely derided for its whiff of histrionics. In hedge funds, they simply talked about the cycle. After all, there was nothing fundamentally new about the 2008 downturn. Granted, it had been bigger and more dramatic than usual, but aside from that it was nothing special. The cycle was a cycle because it could do nothing but keep on turning.


For Gabriel’s part, he didn’t really care whether the general economy was expanding or contracting. He could make money at any point in the cycle. This was what he did. It was what every professional trader did – or at least tried to do. Though this was something the general public did not seem to grasp.


Casino banking – that was the slogan increasingly used to characterise his line of work. Gabriel had seen those words on more than one placard recently. But this was a phrase that left him feeling conflicted. On the one hand, he quite liked the air of glamour it invoked. On the other, he understood that the phrase was not intended as a compliment. 


The problem was that the sloganists understood nothing about the world of finance. They had the ridiculous notion that everyone was getting paid vast amounts of money while doing no real work. They had no idea what a hedge fund actually did.
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What a Hedge Fund Actually Does


If Gabriel had been called upon to explain his role within the supposed City casino, this is what he would have said: he was the guy who spent his days on the blackjack tables, counting the cards. 


What this meant, in reality, was that he crunched data – a mountain of data. He trawled through companies’ quarterly statements. He read thousands of pages of stock reports, or, more often, the reports on stock reports – prepared for him by a small team of junior analysts. He spent hundreds of hours dissecting the news from America and Europe; from China, Africa, the Middle East. He knew more about what was going on in Iraq and Russia and Saudi Arabia than did many members of the Foreign Office. These were the things he had to know if he was to make effective bets. And more often than not, it took months. Months and months of painstaking research and complex mathematical modelling. 


Aside from the vast amounts of money involved – and the cars and clothes and property and women that the money could buy – there really wasn’t much that was glamorous about Gabriel’s job. It had little to do with risk, and a great deal to do with risk management. Which was why people invested. They knew that in the long run, the odds were stacked firmly in their favour.


Of course, this wasn’t to say that hedge funds never failed. Plenty of funds had folded during the last crash – those that hadn’t seen the storm coming. And ten years before this, at the end of the previous cycle, there had been some truly spectacular implosions. The most famous was Long-Term Capital Management – ironically named, in hindsight – which had lost a small fortune during the collapse of the Russian bonds market. Then there was Amaranth, which in 2006 had managed to lose six billion dollars in a matter of weeks, with a series of badly timed bets on natural gas. Because no investment strategy was risk-free; and, however skilled and talented, fund managers were still fallible human beings. Gabriel wasn’t thinking of himself so much at this point, but rather of some of the other fund managers he knew. 


But, really, the failure of the few was a minor issue in the industry as a whole; and the investors were sophisticated enough to understand and contextualise the overall risk. These were large institutional investors and high-net-worth individuals, people with plenty of capital to play with. From time to time, the odd pension fund got wiped out too, when something went badly wrong, but this wasn’t an issue at Mason Wallace. As a rule, Mason preferred not to deal with pension funds, because they represented too broad a spectrum of interests, and the investors tended to be overly concerned about how and where their money was being spent.
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Capital Gains


Within the wider industry, Mason Wallace defined itself as an aggressive global macroeconomic investment vehicle – though Mason preferred the term ‘juggernaut’ to ‘vehicle’, and only had it removed from the firm’s website upon the insistence of the marketing department. It was likewise a marketing decision that saw the firm renamed. In the beginning, it was simply Mason Capital Management, until Mason was informed that investors tended to trust two surnames more than one. One name could suggest autocracy and narrow vision, but two implied balance, stability and shared interests. However ridiculous this sounded, Mason wasn’t one to dispute the established wisdom of market research. He immediately renamed his company Mason Wallace Capital Management. Wallace was Mason’s middle name.


Whereas many hedge funds had highly specialised strategies – they traded only in metals, or distressed securities, or any number of specific financial instruments – Mason Wallace’s policy was simply to chase the money. They invested in all manner of stocks, bonds, currencies, commodities and derivatives, adapting strategy to situation. This was seen as a riskier approach by many financial analysts, but Gabriel knew that personnel mattered far more than philosophy. A complex or variable strategy, in the hands of the capable, was infinitely safer than a simple strategy run by a second-rate team. And, anyway, at the most basic level, the industry was structured to provide plenty of additional assurances to investors.


As far as the sloganists were concerned, the last three years had proven that within finance, in general, there was no punishment for failure. If a large retail bank crashed, the taxpayer would be forced to bail it out, and the bank managers would still get to walk away with their bonuses and six-figure pensions intact. But in hedge funds, this was absolutely not the case. In a hedge fund, it was private capital that was at stake, and if the ship went down, the management went with it. Furthermore, as with all senior hedge fund personnel, most of Gabriel’s remuneration was legally tied to the fund’s performance. His basic salary, taken out of the fixed management fee, was just a few hundred thousand per annum. It was the performance fee that paid his bonus, and that only kicked in if the fund was in profit.


Of course, many of the less informed commentators would argue that this was yet another incentive for rash speculation – since everyone was under continual pressure to maximise profits. But this was ignoring the failsafe that every fund had built into the system. At Gabriel’s level – the level where the decisions were implemented – everyone was contractually obliged to have half their bonus reinvested into the fund. Between them, the management team had over one hundred million pounds staked on their own strategy, so recklessness was in no one’s interest.


To Gabriel’s knowledge, everyone at Mason Wallace was more than happy with this set-up. The reality was that no one needed any cajoling to keep the vast bulk of their remuneration holed up in the Cayman Islands, where the fund was domiciled. For his part, Gabriel was already being clobbered with a six-figure tax bill every April, most of which would be squandered on benefits and bureaucracy, or public services he had no intention of ever using. So he felt no qualms at the notion that the lion’s share of his income was not technically income, and should not be taxed as such. 


Gabriel had never been to the Cayman Islands because Mason Wallace didn’t have an office there – just a bank account and a postbox. But had someone been required to front operations abroad, he would have been the first to step forward. He imagined a sea view – palm trees and near-naked women – with not a sign or slogan or Portaloo in sight.
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A Muffin, Blueberry


When Nicola knocked on the door, exactly thirty minutes after their brief exchange on the phone, Gabriel was still standing at his window. He had no idea where the time had gone. Before telling her to come in, he sat down behind his desk, ruffled some papers and awoke his computer from its deep slumber. Not that Nicola would be able to see the screen from the other side of the desk, and not that it mattered, one way or the other. Gabriel wasn’t obliged to look busy just for the benefit of his PA, any more than he was obliged to tell her that he’d spent most of the morning staring out of his window, mentally justifying his existence to the Occupy tribunal.


Nicola was having some difficulty negotiating the door while carrying two cappuccino grandes and a blueberry muffin, but Gabriel did not get up to help her. He had his eyes fixed on the latest figures from Bloomberg, as if he were terribly preoccupied and could not afford a single second away from his desk. Eventually, she managed to jostle the door open with one hip, and then slid inside before it closed on her. At this point, Gabriel pretended to notice her for the first time. He gave a tiny nod of acknowledgement as she set down the coffee and muffin, then gestured that she should take a seat.


‘Nicola, let’s make this as quick as possible. What have you got for me?’


‘Two calls you need to return. One from UBS, regarding the option on BAE. The other is from someone called Cannock, regarding a stock pitch. He says he emailed you last week. Several times.’


Gabriel sipped his cappuccino, then leaned back in his chair, interlacing his fingers. ‘UBS I’ll deal with. Cannock can wait. If he calls again, I’m in a meeting. Or I’m out. Alternate the two.’


Nicola tutted. ‘Gabriel, how long have I been doing this job? Please leave the excuses to me. I have a compendium of them.’


Nicola was one of the few people at Mason Wallace who called Gabriel by his first name. They had trialled ‘Mr Vaughn’ when she started, but since she was at least a decade older than him, it had felt too ludicrous to continue with – even by Gabriel’s standards. Plus it sounded more like a reprimand in her mouth. Very matriarchal. That was probably one of the reasons HR had hired her.


‘Fine. Just keep him dangling until I tell you otherwise. What else? Lunch?’


‘Nothing today. But you do have an early one tomorrow. Another potential investor. German. Midday at the Savoy.’


‘OK. Remind me again tomorrow morning.’


‘Of course.’


‘What about this afternoon? How’s that looking?’


‘One fifteen: meeting with Ian and Iain to collate research on the EnCore Oil takeover.’


‘Nope. I’ll need an extra half hour to prep. Reschedule for two o’clock.’


‘You’re supposed to be seeing Karen at two thirty. She needs to go through last quarter’s performance figures for the investors’ newsletter.’


‘Push that back to three thirty. Do I have anything at three thirty?’


‘No, not specifically. But you do have to talk to Compliance at some point today. New EU legislation. It’s important.’


‘Fuck.’


Compliance’s role was the legal side of the business. It was their job to ensure that the letter of the law was upheld, and its spirit as seldom as possible. Dealing with them was tedious beyond belief.


‘Reschedule.’


‘You’ve already rescheduled. You were meant to talk to them by the end of last week at the latest.’


‘I’ve not had a good morning. There’s no way I can timetable it before seven. No, make that seven thirty.’


‘Seven thirty? You want me to call Compliance and ask them to cancel any plans they might have for this evening?’


‘Yes, I want you to ask them that. And when they kick up a fuss, suggest something tomorrow instead. Then it’s them rescheduling, not me.’
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