
      




      

   
      
      PENGUIN BOOKS

      Binge Trading

      At the age of nineteen, Seth Freedman ditched his university place to take a job at a City of London stockbrokers. It was
         1999, the height of the dot-com boom, and within months he was handling millions of pounds’ worth of client orders. He dealt
         for Swiss banks, spending time in Geneva learning to trade bonds, before leaving to take his client base to another London
         brokerage. On growing disillusioned with the life he was leading in the City, he moved to Israel and spent fifteen months
         in a combat unit of the IDF – where he grew even more disillusioned, albeit for vastly different reasons. He has written for
         the Guardian about the financial markets and the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. He is the author of Can I Bring My Own Gun?.
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      Prologue: ‘Fuck That, They’re Bust!’

      The last day of March turned out to be a bountiful beginning to spring, thanks to the inept management team of Stern Group.
         A manufacturing business with a rapidly deteriorating reputation, it had for years been a target of bear raiders – stock market
         speculators who tried to drive its share price downwards. Stern Group now appeared to be in its death throes, yet there were
         still the foolhardy – and just plain foolish – out there who were keeping the share price propped up by throwing good money
         after bad and buying more stock.
      

      The fatal blow seemed to have been struck one morning in March 2004, when the company put out an announcement saying that
         it had uncovered a hole in its accounts. That was a clear signal to sell the shares, regardless of the price that they were
         trading at after the statement.
      

      If, as the news seemed to imply, they were on the way to going bust, then the Stern shares ought to be worthless. That meant
         any price above zero was a price worth shorting at (selling stock we didn’t own, in the hope we could buy it back for delivery
         at a cheaper price later on). The shares had halved immediately on the announcement – but because the news had broken before
         the market opened, it hadn’t been possible to open a short the second that the news got out. This would put many traders off
         dealing, believing that the 50 per cent collapse meant that the shares wouldn’t go any lower. But, after a brief chat with
         my client, we stuck to our guns and piled in.
      

      I sold a million Stern shares at five pence to start with, because, with the price bouncing up and down like the proverbial
         whore’s drawers, I had to be cautious. I planned that we’d add to the position when the dust had settled a bit. The trade
         started to look a bit weak when the stock began to get hoovered up by the mug punters convinced it was due a recovery – and
         Michael, my boss on the trading floor, started getting on my case about it.
      

      ‘Well you’d better make sure the client’s got the cash to cover it if this goes pear-shaped,’ he snapped, always nervous of
         the customer’s cavalier attitude to trades going against him. Michael played things straight: investing clients’ money for
         the long term, in sensible ways with sensible strategies. He hated my clients’ day-trading way of doing things, as well as
         their complete lack of caution when they dealt.
      

      Two minutes after calming Michael down, I started getting jumpy as well, though I managed to put on a brave face all the while.

      ‘It’s just a dead-cat bounce,’ I said to my client. ‘They’ll settle down, I promise you.’ But the price was telling a different
         story. Huge volume, and the shares were climbing steadily – trades were now going through at five and three-quarters pence,
         then six, then a couple even printed at six and a half.
      

      We broke the golden rule and decided to double up on a bad trade.

      I sold another million shares at six and a quarter pence each, meaning that we were now exposed to the tune of over 110 grand
         in a stock that refused to dance to our tune.
      

      ‘If they hit eight pence or higher, I’m calling in the trade,’ warned Michael, who was breathing down my  neck as though he was some kind of fucking customs official.

      ‘Shut up, Mike,’ I replied, not prepared to be talked to like a three-year-old just because he didn’t like the way the wind
         was blowing.
      

      Just as he started yelling at me again, my screen froze, and the trades stopped printing. In place of the price was now a
         yellow S – the shares had been suspended pending a further announcement, according to the Reuters news-wire scrolling past
         the bottom of my monitor. For my part, it was a relief that the rot had stopped for now – if they were suspended, at least
         they couldn’t go any higher, and the short position couldn’t get any worse.
      

      It was make-or-break time, I realized, as I took the lift to ground, shakily lighting a cigarette and smoking it nervously
         all the way down to the tip. Just because I believed the company was terminally wounded meant nothing if the next announcement
         they came out with was good news. Even though the respite may only have been temporary for Stern Group, the price would still
         go through the roof, thanks to the bears scrambling to cover their shorts, as well as all the bargain hunters piling in for
         a quick trade on the up-side.
      

      I felt sick. If the company said anything positive – anything at all, even ‘the hole in the accounts is bad, but not as bad
         as we’d feared’ – then the shares could be twelve or thirteen pence within seconds, and we’d be down well over 100 grand.
      

      Too tense to go back to the desk, I paced furiously up and down the alley as I waited for the moment of truth. As I walked
         around like a condemned man, a call on my mobile from Dave confirmed my worst fears – with a frightened voice, he blurted
         out, ‘They’re printing at  twelve and a quarter ….’, prompting my chest to tighten violently. But, before I could reply, he collapsed in a fit of laughter.
         ‘Fuck that,’ he cried, ‘they’re bust!’, sending me reeling from panic to joy in two seconds flat.
      

      ‘Wanker,’ I shouted, half-heartedly trying to muster some anger at his stupid joke. ‘What are you winding me up for? Fucking
         buy back the short – go and pick up the winnings.’
      

      I raced back inside and read the announcement for myself. Stern Group was dead and buried, though the shares were still suspended.
         Getting one of our seasoned dealers on the case, Dave told him to make inquiries round the market about how cheaply he could
         pick up a million Stern. He found the stock on offer at two and a half pence in an off-market deal, and my client didn’t need
         asking twice. We closed out immediately, leaving him ninety grand better off, less the handsome commission being charged on
         the trade.
      

      I was more than happy with that little coup, especially given how viciously wrong it had been going just minutes earlier.
         Once the market shut on the stroke of half four, it was off to score some coke and toast another fortuitous deliverance from
         the jaws of defeat.
      

      Like a greyhound hurtling out of the starting cage, I dashed straight to Kentish Town to pick up from Sammy, telling him breathlessly
         on the phone to bring fourteen grams of the white stuff, which was music to his ears as well as to my salivating gums. Deal
         done, I raced home in a cab to survey my loot. Piled up on the dressing table, this was a beautiful score, and was only even
         vaguely acceptable because I’d convinced myself that this was a final fling before I called time on the City and relocated
         to the Middle East.
      

      Thus began a seventy-two-hour marathon that took me to the brink and back – and all under the ironic banner of liberation
         from the powder.
      

   
      
      Introduction: The Siren Call of the City

      To trade for a living is to continually take giant leaps into the unknown. You live at the mercy of markets that behave like
         bucking broncos at the best of times, and out of control rollercoasters at worst.
      

      The trade requires courage, arrogance, self-belief and nerves in equal measure. No matter how many pints or grams you imbibed
         the night before, irrespective of how many furious rows you’ve been having with your girlfriend, regardless of how disastrously
         wrong your last deal turned out – the minute you hit the buy button and go live, the only thing that matters is stacking up
         profits. Letting yourself become assailed with doubt to the point that it clouds your judgement and saps your confidence is
         a deadly sin: once your belief in your own abilities departs you, there is no way back.
      

      Imagine another person, fund or company placing hard cash in your hand – and giving you free rein to trade it. It’s like being
         injected with a drug as strong as anything you can buy over (or under) the counter. Your client is trusting you to take care
         of their money in the same way as a frantic parent hands their sick child over to a surgeon in an operating theatre. While
         they pace nervously up and down the hospital halls, you are not permitted any such luxury – the account lives or dies by your
         hands, and you are tasked with playing God as you make split-second decisions over what to do next.
      

      The longer you’ve been in the game, the more superhuman  you begin to feel: once you’re used to donning your cape and flying round the marketplace every day, the sensation of self-assurance
         becomes second nature, and your personality begins to be moulded around the macho image you portray during trading sessions.
         Yet while the heady cocktail of egocentric qualities can bring extraordinary success, they can also cause spectacular falls
         from grace, engulfing not just the trader involved, but his firm, the shareholders and even the entire global financial system
         – as was shown so devastatingly throughout 2008.
      

      The year saw several dramatic cases of individuals crashing and burning: young Parisian trader Jerome Kerviel was SocGen’s
         answer to Nick Leeson, and then came alleged Ponzi-scheme shyster Bernard Madoff. But the entire financial industry was rocked
         by across-the-board examples of staggering over-confidence and dearth of regulation. Investment banks toppled like dominoes,
         exposing time and again the lackadaisical attitude of traders and management alike towards risk.
      

      Firm after firm has been forced to admit that their Icarus-emulating traders had sailed too close to the sub-prime sun. When
         their wings burned, their exploits dragged the rest of the economy (including millions of investors and savers) down with
         them. The fallout from the crisis continues to have knock-on effects which threaten to shake capitalism to its foundations.
         Yet while there is a consensus forming that traders and bankers need reining in – for the good of the world at large – there
         is very little that the layman knows or understands about the inner workings of the market, and the mindset of those bidding
         and offering billions of pounds’ worth of shares every day.
      

      I lived and breathed the stock market for six years, jettisoning  my place at university in favour of diving head-first into a world of high living, hard drugs and even harder cash. I joined
         the City in 1999 as the dot-com boom was en route to its spectacular crescendo – when shares doubled, tripled, and quadrupled
         in price at the blink of an eye. There was no end in sight to the fortunes to be made.
      

      After rapidly rising from the lowly ranks of back-office post-boy to partners’ assistant in the heart of the dealing room,
         I passed my SFA (Securities and Futures Authority) exams and began trading for a burgeoning list of my own clients. Our firm
         dealt for some of the biggest names in both the financial and high-society spheres, and I soon became as at ease running through
         the state of the market with lords and ladies as I was scoring coke from East End wideboys round the back of Mile End station.
         Within months I was comfortable with trading seven-figure CFDs by day and racking up lines by night. The market felt like
         the most natural of environments in which to unleash my inner beast.
      

      However, as the years passed and the alarm bells began ringing, it was clear that the longer I continued in such a financially
         rewarding but spiritually bankrupt atmosphere, the closer I’d inch to the point of no return. I didn’t want to turn forty
         with only my cash for company, having eschewed all my other dreams in order to turn financial tricks for a living. That some
         brokers, dealers and traders never quite get over their youthful excesses was exactly the reason I got out when I did. I was
         still in my tender twenties, and the world was still my oyster – especially with the financial clout that my spell in pinstripes
         now afforded me.
      

      So I left, swapping Hermès ties and Armani suits for an M16 and army boots. As part of my immigration to Israel I spent fifteen months in a combat unit of the IDF (the Israeli army), putting as much distance between myself and
         my coke-fuelled City days as I could and playing my part in the defence of my adopted country. Upon demobbing, I found myself
         at odds with the Israeli system that I had embraced only a year or so earlier. The combination of sobering experiences policing
         the illegal occupation of the West Bank and an urge to assist those seeking to challenge the status quo led me to begin writing
         political commentary about the Israeli–Palestinian conflict. But I never took my eye off the City.
      

      Despite taking the money and running in my mid-twenties, I am painfully aware of the magnetic pull the market exerts. When
         the credit crisis burst on to television screens and newspaper front pages in 2008, my latent passion for trading surged to
         the forefront of my mind. I began gambling on the FTSE, reacquainted myself with my ex-workmates in the City and was commissioned
         to write a series of articles for the Guardian on the state of the stock market. My pieces kicked up a storm among outraged readers, many of whose values rested on a bedrock
         of leftist principles and who were affronted at the City-philic attitude I displayed in my writing.
      

      The more stick I received for daring to suggest that it wasn’t simply the City that was to blame for the culture of instant-credit,
         instant-returns infusing society, the more I realized how important it was to shine a spotlight on those working within the
         Square Mile’s borders. Just as I had made it my mission to challenge the misconceptions about Palestinian society, attempting
         to give voice to those living behind the concrete slabs of Israel’s security wall, so too I believed that the City’s residents
         deserved a fair chance to speak out.
      

      In this prolonged winter of discontent it’s easy to accuse the world of high finance. But the truth is much stranger than
         the fiction propagated in the national press. One such example of the way in which media scapegoating seeped its way into
         law during the crisis was the cavalier fashion in which short-selling (selling stocks the trader doesn’t own in the expectation
         that they can be bought back cheaper later on) was deemed to be the root of all evil, with anyone engaging in the practice
         being labelled an enemy of the state.
      

      In typically knee-jerk, crowd-pleasing fashion, the SEC (American financial regulator) announced a toughening-up of the rules
         regarding ‘naked short-selling’ of US securities – a move that was inevitably followed by the British regulator. The practice
         was cited as having exacerbated the slump in global stock markets, with Lehman Brothers’ CEO Dick Fuld apparently threatening
         to rip the arms off those shorting his company’s stock and sending its share price crashing through the floor.
      

      Shorting has acquired a reputation as the demonic twin of ‘going long’ on shares in the hope that they will rise in price.
         But, as Fuld well knows, there is nothing illicit about the technique. There is no fundamental difference between going long
         or short, since both types of trade are financed on assets being lent: either money or stock. Shorting involves borrowing
         shares until the settlement period has expired, at which point the shares must be returned; going long involves borrowing
         money to pay for the shares, which is only repayable at the end of the agreed timeframe. Given their parity, and given that
         the stock market is heavily driven by the whims of those buying and selling, if someone decides that the  share price of a company is about to fall they have as much right to act on that impulse as anyone anticipating a sudden
         rise.
      

      The SEC, Fuld and even the British Chancellor, Alistair Darling, scapegoated short-sellers purely to deflect attention from
         their own failure to contain the financial hurricane. When there was a major bull market, none of them were complaining that
         ‘naked long’ positions were driving the market higher.
      

      During the dot-com boom of the late nineties, the years of so-called ‘irrational exuberance’, share prices regularly went
         through the roof over the course of a few hours’ trading. While the going was good, the regulators smiled benignly down upon
         the market players. Restrictions on client borrowing were relaxed, and customers were encouraged to use margin to take out
         far larger positions and thus increase brokers’ commission rates.
      

      Anyone caught short during the wild surges of the dot-com years was in danger of losing all their money and more, thanks to
         the huge downside risk in shorting shares. Despite their losses, they had no one to blame but themselves; it was they who
         called the market wrong, and they who had to pay the price when the time came to settle their debts.
      

      Now, however, there was the absurd demand being made in some quarters that people long of stock – those who had lost out during
         this prolonged bear market – should lay the blame at the feet of their savvier peers who bet the other way. Because that’s
         all trading boils down to: making bets on the direction of share prices, index values, oil futures and any other tradable
         commodity. As in the world of bookmaking, so in the stock market: for every backer, there is someone out there  laying the price. If there wasn’t, there wouldn’t be a market at all.
      

      Simon Cawkwell, the most famous short-seller in the City, for whom I acted as broker during the second half of my market career,
         mounts a scathing attack on the regulators.
      

      ‘[The rules] are infantile; they are the emotional reaction of children,’ he says mockingly. ‘They [will] have no effect on
         the market whatsoever, since they have nothing to do with real life at all. They are a raft of propositions offered by very
         silly fools to even sillier fools.’
      

      Warming to his theme, he suggests that disgruntled investors and taxpayers swivel the barrels of their guns away from the
         City, and towards Westminster.
      

      ‘The problem is not short selling’, he assures me. ‘The problem is the electorate who voted in a socialist [Gordon Brown]
         who thought he could run the economy. He talked about “prudent stability” just to [ensure he became] prime minister. He’s
         a fucking nuisance.’
      

      Cawkwell’s ire was understandable, given that the regulators’ anti-shorting overtures threaten the foundations upon which
         his business was based. Darling’s comment that he was ‘extremely anxious that we avoid a situation where people can manipulate
         markets, causing huge harm that is totally unjustified’ was calculated to unite hordes of embittered investors in a witchhunt
         against their undeserving peers.
      

      The bottom line was that had the heads of the banking behemoths and their watchdog counterparts exerted more control over
         the extent of firms’ exposure to high-risk debt, there wouldn’t have been this degree of bear market (from which short-sellers
         could profit) in the first place. That no one saw it coming is a tragedy – for  employees, shareholders and everyone else caught up in the crisis – but to set up straw men in their desperate attempts to
         play the blame game is disingenuous.
      

      Bear raiders like Cawkwell are as vulnerable to the risks they take as any other investor. They are entitled to make their
         money in the best way they know how and to milk as much out of the markets as they can, based on the strength of their instinct
         and nouse. To deny them that opportunity, based on spurious reasoning and political opportunism, is shutting the door of the
         stable five along from the one out of which the horse actually bolted.
      

      Action such as the SEC took, rather than calming the jitters running through the market, actually threatened its stability.
         But that didn’t stop them doing it all the same, since in the credit-crisis climate of fear and loathing, any points that
         could be scored at all were worth their weight in gold (though perhaps not at current prices).
      

      The FSA had their pound of flesh as well: short-selling in financial stocks was banned shortly after the SEC’s move to outlaw
         the practice. Ostensibly put in place to prevent market abuse, the crackdown was applauded by many commentators in the perverse
         belief that the only reason world indices were plummeting so sharply was thanks to those traders shorting into a falling market.
      

      A month later, and it was clear that they were wrong. The SEC had already lifted their draconian ban on shorting financial
         shares, which lasted for three weeks and had no effect on halting the slide in US markets. The S&P index lost 21.5 per cent
         of its value during the period of the ban, and the embargo was viewed by market experts as actually increasing volatility
         in the indices as a result – hardly a desired side-effect of their prescriptive measure. The FTSE collapsed in similarly spectacular
          fashion during the same timeframe; a prediction that was widely made by those clued-up enough to spot the short-selling ban
         for what it was. In January 2009 the UK’s Financial Services Authority (FSA) bowed to the inevitable and lifted its own ban
         on shorting financial stocks.
      

      The fiasco over short-selling, in tandem with a myriad of uninformed opinions espoused during the sub-prime aftermath, further
         convinced me that the City must first be understood before it can be judged – and that includes getting to know the people
         who work at every level within its structure. In writing Binge Trading my mission is to delve behind the incendiary headlines and firebrand political rhetoric, and discover what life in today’s
         City is really like.
      

      The credit crunch was in full flow when I flew back to London and returned to my old Square Mile stamping ground in late autumn
         2008. Fear coursed not only through the veins of the tens of thousands of workers within the financial sector, but also those
         of millions of other Britons, watching as the crisis deepened with every passing day.
      

      Uncertainty paralysed the collective consciousness: banks refused to lend money to one another (let alone businesses and homebuyers),
         share prices plummeted like lemmings from a cliff, market goliaths were brought to their knees by burgeoning debts and insufficient
         capital. At one point it appeared that the entire global financial system was on the verge of collapse.
      

      Against such a harrowing backdrop, talking to the traders and bankers at the centre of the crisis was not easy: many would
         speak only on condition of anonymity, and even then with a defiance or defensiveness. Others appeared stunned at the swiftness
         with which their whole world was  unravelling, staggered that the foundations upon which their careers and lives had rested for decades were now trembling
         violently in the fierce winds that howled around the City. Many wore the hangdog expressions of severely hung-over revellers
         – the ‘morning after’ effect bringing them crashing down to earth after years spent partying in (what had seemed) a never-ending
         bull market.
      

      My research took me back on a journey through the Square Mile, meeting brokers, dealers and even psychoanalysts. But most
         of all I got up close with the traders: the men and women staking millions of pounds on shares every second of every trading
         day. My position as a former broker gave me access to areas off limits to outsiders, allowing me to delve into the psyches
         of those with whom I spoke and understand what drives them to do what they do.
      

      Simon Cawkwell points out in one of his books that ‘gamblers frequently experienced, or think that they experienced, absolute
         authority in childhood’ – an observation which sits well with the personalities of many of the traders I interviewed. While
         many market participants entered the profession in blinkered fashion – following other members of their family, or lacking
         inspiration about other careers – once in, there is a common sense of growing wedded to the cause.
      

      The stock market is a powerful toxicant, rewiring many traders’ systems and reshaping their personas to fit the model of egotistical
         gamblers. And not just by day – the trappings of wealth combined with that omnipotent feeling led to some of the most extreme
         hedonistic activities, both as a way of letting off steam and announcing to peers that the individual concerned had made it
         big.
      

      But in some ways my and my friends’ after-hours activities  were no different from those of our non-City peers. While other eighteen-year-olds were skipping lectures at university,
         those of us who turned our backs on higher education to go chasing the money down the gold-paved streets of the Square Mile
         were playing out our own acts of teenage rebellion. The difference was that, with money in our pockets and the world at our
         feet, there was no reason to call time on the adventures. Many came perilously close to the edge – and plenty of individuals
         and firms did find themselves plunging over the edge of the cliff.
      

      As the City crashed and burned in 2008, it was clear that the rest of Britain would be dragged down with it. The financial
         sector accounts for over 10 per cent of the UK’s GDP, and is the capital’s largest employer, accounting for the jobs of around
         1.3 million Londoners. The knock-on effects of the credit crunch caused panic in both the press and political arenas, with
         City scapegoating becoming the order of the day. Fury emerged towards the perceived culprits for the crisis.
      

      However, in the rush to apportion blame, the hypo–crisy of those pointing the fingers blinded them to the reality of the situation.
         London’s financial hub, the heart that pumps blood through every artery of the British economy, is populated by people no
         better or worse than the rest of the nation’s citizens. Yes, they’ve made mistakes of mammoth proportions in their handling
         of the latest round of boom and bust, but then so have many others benefiting from the bubble of recent years.
      

      Rising house prices, cheap credit, consumer durables, cheap holidays when the pound was strong: all added to the sense of
         invincibility which infected both the City and the wider echelons of the public. The boom was a collective delusion.
      

      As well as trying to dispel some myths about stock-market culture, I also wanted to write about my own experiences – the massive
         deals, the larger-than-life characters, what it actually feels like to trade, how swiftly drugs and alcohol can envelop those
         on the City scene, and so on. Much of my own account is contained in the first chapter, but I have also added my insights
         throughout the rest of the book. I hope that my first-hand knowledge of the market’s machinations adds another layer to the
         story, enabling me to draw out the stories of market players and comment from the vantage point of a former insider. Where
         I refer to my own experiences as a trader I have changed the names of all my former colleagues to protect their identities,
         as well as the details of specific trades and dealing patterns.
      

      After summarizing my own experiences in the market, Binge Trading then leaps straight into the subjects of my research, with a study of their own market beginnings: why they entered the profession,
         what attracted them to the market and how they adapted to the high-octane environment of the City – an arena which doesn’t
         suffer fools gladly, nor cuts newcomers any slack.
      

      The next chapter, ‘The Long and Short of It’, explores what traders actually do for a living. It’s not good enough to treat
         traders as one homogeneous mass, carrying out deals in the same way as punters at their local bookies. Via first-hand explanations
         of their daily business, and detailing the plethora of skills and traits required to handle such high-pressure business, those
         with millions at their fingertips speak frankly about life on the City frontline.
      

      The corruption endemic to certain parts of the financial system is explored in the next chapter, ‘“One for the Boys”’. One
         broker blows the lid on the alarming  practices he witnessed, detailing how easily false rumours can be spread, how confidential news is shared ahead of release,
         and how trading profits can be siphoned off. If you’re punting on shares from outside the City, you’ll always be a step behind
         the insider dealers.
      

      Next I tackle the myths that surround the Square Mile. Tales of rampant cocaine abuse in dealing rooms make for good copy
         but do little to paint a true picture of life on a trading floor. From first-hand experience I know only too well that drugs
         are not happy bedfellows with trading. The idea that billions are being wagered on the markets by fired-up fiends with shaking
         hands and dilated pupils just doesn’t wash – and in this chapter I explain why, as well as dispelling other myths about City
         boys and their lifestyles.
      

      In the next chapter, the current form of the stock market is set against the backdrop of modern society. There’s an exclusive
         interview with a trader at the centre of the sub-prime crisis, who details how the wheels came off the speeding train and
         why. Other City figures pour out their hearts about how uncomfortable working in the market has made them, whilst at the same
         time explaining why they feel unable to call time on their careers and walk away (relatively) unscathed.
      

      There’s a whole section devoted to the extraordinary figure of Simon Cawkwell, who made his name by exposing Robert Maxwell’s
         empire as being no more than a house of cards. He allows me to watch him at work, as he spends his days trading the markets
         and gambling on football and racing with equal dedication – living up to his reputation as one of the City’s most feared bear
         raiders and savviest punters. After this glimpse into Cawkwell’s world, I look into the darker side of the City – what happens
          when all goes spectacularly wrong, and what the ramifications are for those involved, as well as those who entrusted them
         with their fortunes.
      

      Finally, I ask traders and bankers for their views on the future of the markets, given the latest round of collapsing indices
         and mass lay-off of workers in the financial sector. I discuss with them whether the public could – and should – be convinced
         to trust the City once more, and what measures ought to be put in place to ensure disasters such as the sub-prime collapse
         are prevented from happening again.
      

      A little knowledge is an incredibly dangerous weapon in the hands of the wrong people. If this book can shine at least a touch
         more light on the day-to-day machinations of the Square Mile, and into the minds of those who operate its complex machinery,
         then I will have done my part.
      

   
      
      1. I Was a Teenage Trader

      The first indicator that a life in the City was on the cards came at an interview for a private school in north London. I
         was eight. Asked by the headmaster what I wanted to be when I grew up, and not having been prepped by either my parents or
         primary school teachers, I opted for the truth. ‘I want to be an estate agent,’ I replied, unaware that my response was out
         of line with the standard wished-for career paths of doctor or lawyer.
      

      ‘Why on earth would you want to do that?’ he replied, his face a combination of amazement and world-weariness.

      ‘Because that’s what my uncle does,’ I explained, ‘and all he has to do to make £5,000 is pick up the phone.’ I wasn’t lying:
         it was the post-Big Bang eighties, and my uncle’s Mayfair property dealership was well placed to perform such financial sorcery
         on a daily basis.
      

      Ten years later, and I was living my dream, albeit selling stocks and shares rather than bricks and mortar. It started with
         a three-month spell of work experience in a private-client City brokerage during my gap year, arranged via my grandfather’s
         friendship with the firm’s chief executive, which put paid to any vague desires I had to go to university. Living in Manchester
         reading Modern Middle Eastern History had initially seemed a tolerable way to delay getting a real job, but that was before
         I’d opened the door to a parallel universe.
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