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Prologue

‘Conspiracy to defraud’, is an offence under the common law of England and Wales, and is defined as follows:


‘It is clearly the law that an agreement by two or more by dishonesty to deprive a person of something which is his or to which he is or would be entitled and an agreement by two or more by dishonesty to injure some proprietary right of his, suffices to constitute the offence of conspiracy to defraud.’


***


Sometimes life can be truly amazing, and other times it can royally suck. Most people experience highs and lows in their lives, tasting in turn success and bitter disappointment. One day you’re living the dream, with more money than you can spend and countless friends, and the next you’re penniless and lonely. From supercars and luxury holidays, to trying to scramble enough change for the bus ride home.

William Shakespeare famously said, ‘It is not in the stars to hold our destiny but in ourselves.’

That may be true, but there’s always the other side of the coin, as expressed by the fictional character Forrest Gump: ‘Life is like a box of chocolates. You never know what you’re gonna get.’

So, where does the truth lie?

Money, greed and hunger for power have traditionally been some of the main drivers for the majority of humans, and as a result people will do whatever it takes in the pursuit of their goals. As the world becomes more materialistic, so the moral fabric of our society gets eroded. Power gets progressively concentrated within corporations, guided by ruthless and merciless Chief Executives and Directors. Employees become expendable pawns, readily sacrificed in the name of profits.

Growing up in this world means negotiating a multitude of complex situations and events. Obviously, some situations we can influence, but others are far beyond our control.

This is a story which describes my personal journey. I was brought up in a healthy environment, with what I considered to be all the right values and ethics. I worked hard to become a useful member of society, always helping others and playing by the book. However, the universe was about to throw me a curve ball and turn my life upside down. I would become the proverbial fly, accidentally tangled in what appeared to be a vicious web of lies, deceit and back-stabbing.

You may have already heard of the LIBOR ‘scandal’ from the press; I always felt that it had been heavily reported from the prosecutorial side, with the defendants’ side being vastly overlooked. In this book, I attempt to address this balance, putting all the pieces of the puzzle together and showing what I think the real truth behind it is. I also try to make the important link between the banks, regulators, politicians and the media, and how they can work together towards a common goal ⁠—I think that the LIBOR case is a perfect example of that.

As you read on, try to answer the following questions, based on the information you are seeing:


	What would you do in my situation?

	How would you handle the adversity?

	As you read the courtroom exchanges and see the evidence unfold, how does the big picture evolve in your mind?



(Disclaimer: the events and dialogues in this book have been written as I remember them, so although some may be exactly as they actually happened, others may not. This shouldn’t matter, as all the main points and concepts remain the same.)


Have no doubt, this story could happen to anyone, from all backgrounds and social classes. These are situations that can truly break a person – how would you react?


***


London, 28th January 2001

I looked down at my hands, holding the small white envelope. I was in my early thirties, with clear signs of fatigue after all the hard work of the past decade. My once full head of hair had thinned and receded, revealing a round bald spot at the top of my head. My once athletic body, crafted by a wide range of demanding sports, had become soft and distinctly unfit. My belly visibly attested to an unhealthy lifestyle of long work hours, bad nutrition and zero exercise. I closed my eyes for a few seconds and then opened them again to glance at the envelope. It was blank apart from my name handwritten on the outside, and its contents were destined to completely change my life. I felt my hands shaking slightly, so I took a deep breath and steadied myself.

I looked around the big conference room, which was located in the middle of the seventh floor of the bank’s headquarters. It was a bland, white-walled room with a garish blue carpet, and virtually nothing in it except a long rectangular table where the envelopes had been initially placed. A bunch of nervous people like myself were anxiously pacing around the room. It was a Sunday evening and we had just gone through a gruelling “assessment weekend” that the bank had organised for prospective summer interns. I was standing near the edge of the room, away from everyone else, one of around two hundred business school students fighting for a few dozen elusive summer internships. It was the early 2000s after all, so those investment banking positions were possibly the best jobs on the planet at the time. For each one of those internships, there were thousands of people who would do whatever it takes to secure them, and we were now down to the last few candidates.

People were scattered around the room, trying to find a suitable spot and preparing themselves mentally to open their own envelope. Throughout the weekend we had all mostly worked in teams, as we tried to successfully negotiate each task that had been given to us by the organisers. At this moment, however, we were all once again individuals – you could even say that we were enemies – and the room was eerily quiet. Each envelope contained a piece of paper that would indicate whether you had got the internship position or not. That’s what it had all come down to a single piece of white paper with a couple of sentences written on it. Somehow, I had always thought that the moment of landing a lucrative high-profile job would be much more glamorous than that.

I stopped for a few seconds to think about my own personal journey, briefly considering the long road I had taken to reach that particular place in Canary Wharf. It was the culmination of decades of hard work, starting from school and evolving through university, my first career in IT and finally the MBA. I thought of my parents, Kallirroi and Dimitri, and how they had guided and supported me throughout my life. My older brother Constantine, who had often used me as a punching bag when we were kids, but who later turned out to be a great friend and mentor. I glanced across the room at Markus, with whom we were classmates but also flatmates and good friends. Markus was too concentrated to look at anything other than his own envelope; that was understandable.

I closed my eyes and took one final deep breath. I told myself that no matter what the outcome, I’d be OK. I was a hard-working and motivated person and if this job didn’t materialise, another one probably would down the road.

My mind wandered for a few more seconds, but then I thought, Screw this. This job is MINE.

I could never in a million years have imagined what a colossal life-changing point it would prove to be.





Chapter One


The Early Years

At this point, it’s important to briefly describe my life, from the early years up until my big break as a City trader. My life leading to university was a rollercoaster ride with many twists and turns. It was a succession of events that built my character, and a wide range of experiences that made me the man I grew up to be.

As a kid, I was always relatively quiet and shy­. Born into a middle-class family, I was brought up to respect my elders and my parents in particular.

My mother, Kallirroi, was a typical Greek stay-at-home mom; taking care of the house and her two boys. As a stay-at-home dad myself many years later, I eventually came to realise just how complex and demanding that job was. Kallirroi was the voice of reason, and annoyingly whenever there was an argument, she’d almost always turn out to be right. A tall slim woman with long black hair and typical Greek characteristics, she was firm but fair.

My father, Dimitri, was a banker himself – although on the retail side of the business – and he had always been my role model. He was a true professional, working endless hours each day wholly dedicated to providing a stable environment for himself and his family. Dimitri made many sacrifices in his desire to give his two sons all the opportunities that he himself never got, having grown up in a poor Greek family.

As a kid, I rarely saw my father on weekdays, due to his extensive working hours. We tried to make up for that on the weekends, but I always felt it wasn’t quite enough. My father was the man I aspired to be; I always told him that if I managed to achieve half of what he had achieved in his life, I’d consider myself to be a great success.

My father was also my teacher and my mentor in many aspects of life. Dimitri was exceptionally nice to people, even towards strangers or people he’d only just met. His constant desire to help others was one of the most beautiful things I had ever seen in a person. It was no surprise that he was liked by everyone and people only had the best things to say about him. Dimitri was also the first to recognise and reward actions that he thought were worthy of acknowledgement by frequently writing letters to companies whenever he had a good experience.

‘Son, people always write to companies when something goes wrong and they rarely give praise when something goes right,’ he would typically say, ‘I want to try and balance out that unfair behaviour.’

A perfect example of my father’s character was when he oversaw the opening of the bank’s new branch in a trendy area of Athens. It was a sleek new building, way ahead of its time in terms of design and facilities, and he was particularly proud of it. One Sunday morning, our family was out and about with friends and we happened to walk right outside the building. It was closed on Sundays, but Dimitri managed to spot the cleaning lady working inside.

‘Wait right here!’ he enthusiastically exclaimed to the family, ‘I’m going to get the cleaning lady to open up and I’ll give you all a private tour of the offices.’

The excitement was clearly visible in his eyes as he couldn’t wait to show everyone his new pride and joy. He knocked on the glass door and gestured at the lady, dressed in her white cleaning uniform, who in turn walked slowly to the door and asked how she could be of any assistance. He eagerly informed her that he was the bank’s Country Head and asked her to let him in so that he could show his friends the building. Her response was shattering:

‘I’m sorry sir, but I don’t know you and I cannot let you in.’

Dimitri was suddenly like a kid whose ice cream had just been taken away. We all slowly walked on, and I thought that this was the end of it. The next day, Dimitri went to work in the morning and the first thing he did was to find out who that cleaning lady was. He spoke to an employee from personnel and quickly identified her, but his next action was astonishing.

‘Give that woman a raise, no questions asked!’ he said. ‘Not only does she do an excellent job cleaning, but she was not afraid to put the building’s security above her own job. No doubt many people in my position would have got angry and perhaps even punished her. What she did took guts and discipline.’

That’s the kind of person Dimitri always was, and the person I wanted to be when I grew up. No matter what problem or obstacle they came across in life, he always had a friend or acquaintance who would go out of their way to help – simply because this was exactly what he did for others as well. This aspect of his character got deeply ingrained within me, and from a very young age I realised that the best attitude in life is to have a single-minded desire to help and be nice to others. Not because you expect something in return down the road, but because it’s the right thing to do. It may sound like a terrible cliché, but this is exactly how I was brought up. I sometimes considered it to be akin to brainwashing – but brainwashing of the best possible kind.



***


Thessaloniki, August 1971

I was born in Thessaloniki, Greece’s second largest city, in a hospital only a few steps from the beach. Maybe it was the abundance of sunlight or the smells and sights of the sea, but I developed a deep love for my country that would stay deeply rooted within me even when I spent prolonged periods of my life abroad.

My father had got a promotion at the bank and was stationed in Thessaloniki when my brother Constantine and I were born in the early seventies. I was too young to remember those three particular years but from the surviving family photos – and the joyous moments my parents spent reminiscing them – I could tell that they were happy times.

In the mid-seventies, my parents took a big risk. An important opportunity materialised within the bank, where the need arose for someone to head their troubled Saudi Arabia operations. Dimitri, forward thinking as usual, grabbed it with both hands. The classic family story that my father has told over and over again throughout the years, was when he called his wife from work to tell her.

‘Go to the study and grab the globe, GOT it?’ asked Dimitri.

‘Got it,’ responded Kallirroi shortly after.

‘OK, now find Saudi Arabia – it’s a country broadly south east from Greece. Found it?’ he continued excitedly.

‘Yes.’

‘Now find a city called Jeddah, OK?’

‘Found it.’

‘Great. Start packing because we leave in two weeks and we’re going to live there for the next couple of years.’

Following the initial shock, to her credit, Kallirroi was immediately on board with the idea. By doing so, she showed the boys that a family is strongest when it cooperates and works together united as a team towards a common goal. She knew that it wouldn’t be an easy place to live in, but Dimitri’s career progression and compensation would be excellent.


What the hell, she thought, there must be a decent ex-pat community there. We’ll be back home before we know it.


She was right.

A mere two years later, we were all back home in Athens with some great memories and film reels that we still watch to this day. I distinctly remember the house we lived in; a big square white house with wooden doors and windows, and lots of space to play outside. I spent endless hours with my brother riding our bicycles outside, just doing countless laps around the house while our dogs gave chase. One of the family’s favourite funny stories is how one day – even though the outside area was particularly vast – Constantine and I managed to crash into each other with such force that my bicycle was nearly ruined.

Upon our return to Greece, the following few years were relatively uneventful. We lived a typical suburban family life, complete with a big green garden, childhood friends and two dogs. However, once again Dimitri seemed to have other plans. In the mid-eighties, the bank offered him a position he simply couldn’t refuse – a senior role based in France.



***


Paris, September 1984

Our family moved to Paris in 1984, and this time Kallirroi was absolutely thrilled with the prospect. We spent three amazing years there, taking in the beautiful city and French culture. I wasn’t particularly excited about all the museums, restaurants and other glamorous aspects of living in the “city of light”, although the visits to Moulin Rouge and Lido will be forever engraved in my memory – as they would be of course, for most teenage boys in my position.

One aspect of living in Paris that was most beneficial for my brother and I was school. We enrolled at the British School of Paris and that was a truly eye-opening experience for both of us. Around half of the students were non-British, spanning over twenty different nationalities. For the first time in our lives, we interacted on a daily basis with people from various countries, backgrounds and cultures. There were some aspects that I would rather forget – cough rugby training cough – but decades later I still remain friends with many of my former classmates and always feel blessed to have met them. I genuinely felt that I was growing up and maturing as a person from all those new experiences. I learned about the English culture (shepherd’s pie, WH Smith and Samantha Fox somehow managing to stick out more than others) and that was probably where my love for England really kicked off.

After three glorious years Dimitri’s stint was over, and our family took the road home to Athens.



***


Athens, September 1987

In late 1987 I enrolled on a two-year GCE A-Level programme in a Greek private school, the ultimate goal being to study in a UK university. Three things dominated those two years for me: studying, studying and yet more studying.

I had been fascinated with computers from a very young age, ever since the day my father unexpectedly brought home a strange-looking rectangular black device. That machine was the Sinclair ZX81, my first computer and the first machine I ever programmed. From that point on, I was absolutely hooked. After a succession of increasingly powerful machines, I had become convinced that I wanted to study Computer Science and make it my profession.

When I started the A-Level programme, my goal had become crystal clear: I was determined to obtain a Computer Science degree at Imperial College in London. It was one of the most innovative and exciting universities on the planet and I spent hours studying every day, never losing focus of that exact goal. I had even printed out the university logo on a sheet of paper and stuck it on my bedroom wall; it was the first thing I saw when I woke up and the last thing I saw before I went to sleep.

I was extremely comfortable with mathematics, my teachers frequently telling me that I had a natural talent in the subject. I often found myself being taught new concepts and instantly seeing exactly how they fit together with other related principles. I was also lightning-quick while performing mathematical calculations in my head, a skill that would prove particularly useful in my subsequent trading career.

I took my A-Levels in June 1989 and having been thoroughly prepared for them, I was feeling supremely confident as I entered the examination room. Sure enough, I blitzed through each question in what felt like one of the best days of my life. I had that feeling where I just knew that no matter what the obstacles (or in this case, questions), I would easily overcome them. As the Mathematics exams finished and all the candidates gathered outside the examination room to discuss the questions, the broad feeling was that they had actually been particularly tough. I was convinced that I had done very well, but I tried not to sound like a smart ass.

‘Those questions were really tough, especially question two,’ said one of the other candidates.

‘Yeah, dammit, I didn’t even have enough time to answer all the questions,’ said another.

‘They were definitely tough questions,’ I said, trying to play along and not make them feel bad, while avoiding commenting on how well I thought I’d done myself. I had a very good feeling about my prospects, hoping that the endless hours of studying were worth it.



***


London, September 1989

When the results were announced a few weeks later, I had been accepted at Imperial College, following in my older brother’s footsteps who had also been accepted in the Mechanical Engineering department a year earlier. The immense sense of relief made me realise just how much pressure I had put on myself to succeed. But that was me – set the goal, visualise it, and work like hell to achieve it.

Years later, Dimitri sat down with his two sons to have a talk, his words literally bringing me to tears.

‘Now that you’ve both graduated from Imperial College, there’s something I need to say,’ he told us.

‘For years it had been my dream to study at Imperial, but I didn’t make it. I didn’t want to tell you this during your preparation or while you were studying there, because I would be putting pressure on you, and that was the least of my intentions. But now I can tell you this, and I feel extremely proud of you both. You have put a solid foundation for your future careers, and your mother and I will be fully supporting you every step of the way.’

I realised that very few parents would have done what my father did, instead they would have most likely exerted pressure, in order to finally realise their own dream through their children. Being the great man, Dimitri approached that particular situation in his own amazing way.

I spent three years studying Computer Science, where I met dozens of extremely intelligent and talented people. I remained good friends with many of them and closely followed several of my classmates in their chosen professions. There were businessmen, scientists, bankers, politicians – you name it.

I completed my bachelor’s degree with Upper-Second class honours, missing out on a better result due to my obsession with snooker. I may not have achieved the top-class honours, but I had made the university’s snooker team and participated in inter-university tournaments. For me, that was probably a more difficult and satisfying achievement.

After completing the Computer Science course, I went on to take a master’s degree in Biomedical Engineering, at the same university. In hindsight, I was never quite sure what I was thinking with that decision, as it was a highly specialised degree and not suitable at all for a career in Greece at the time. Hey, I never said I was perfect.


Athens, August 1993

I returned to Greece in 1993, happy to be finally done with studying and eager to get started with my professional career. That excitement was brought to a screeching halt upon realising that I first needed to deal with the small matter of the Greek military service. A compulsory service, typically lasting for around one and a half years, and one of the major headaches adult Greek men had at the time.

There were a plethora of tricks and methods employed by Greeks in their attempt to avoid serving, some more creative than others. Some people moved abroad and lived there for decades, until they reached an age where they could simply pay a small financial penalty instead of serving. Others were much more creative, utilising a Greek law that relieved people from military duty if they were judged to be mentally ill.

I remember vividly the entry interview at the Greek army, where everyone was asked some basic background questions. This process was done concurrently for many new recruits, all grouped together in a big room, and one guy next to me was giving the following answers:

‘What’s your name?’

‘Genghis Khan.’

‘When were you born, and where?’

‘February 1162, in Boldog.’

Another guy had stuck two pencils up his nostrils and made weird beeping noises, claiming that he was an extra-terrestrial being.

You get the broader picture.

I chose not to go down that route, mainly because I felt it was my duty as a Greek citizen to serve my country, but also because I didn’t want to look like a total imbecile in front of a bunch of complete strangers.

I joined the armoured corps and spent the first seven months in the main training base an hour’s drive from Athens. Surprisingly, it wasn’t a total waste of time as I originally thought it might be. The armoured corps was considered to be one of the toughest in the Greek army, and so people with power and connections did everything they could to avoid being drafted there. Contrary to every other person there, I didn’t actually care. I was determined to see it through and gain as many positive experiences as possible in the process.

The first three months were quite tedious, consisting mainly of basic military training, but then the ‘fun’ started. From a couple of thousand recruits, I was selected to be one of roughly two hundred who would go through military school and become Petty Officers. It was two months of discipline, studying and tough physical activity, during which I lost a full seven kilos of weight.

Upon completion I was made Sergeant and was handpicked to be one of fifteen individuals who would be in charge of training the next batch of recruits. We had gone through sixty days of hell and this was – in theory at least – my chance to get revenge on some new and unsuspecting recruits. And yet, that’s not quite how it played out. I found myself constantly helping the new recruits, giving them hints and tips on how to make those days a little more bearable. My father’s mentality was clearly already embedded deep within me – and I wouldn’t have it any other way.







Chapter Two


First Career

Athens, June 1995

My military service was complete in the summer of 1995 and I was eager to start my professional career. I had felt like a caged lion, trapped for nineteen months, waiting to be released into the corporate jungle. I went on to find a job within only a few weeks of searching, a time period that was quite typical in mid-90s Greece. The economy was doing well and there was plenty of demand for skilled individuals, especially in the booming IT industry.

My first job was with a Machine Vision firm, which involved designing and implementing complex systems for industrial applications. These systems used cameras and some clever computer code to perform crucial tasks such as quality control, robotic guidance, and precision placement. The first months were incredibly exciting, as I got deeply immersed in a brand-new world and gained substantial technical knowledge. I went through an intensive ten-day training course in the United States and started travelling to client sites, as I got more involved in high-profile projects involving big clients, such as Nestle and Rolex. It was exciting for the first year, but it became bit repetitive the second year. By the third year, I was desperately looking to make a change.

In 1998, I saw an advertisement for a position in the Greek office of the world’s biggest IT consultancy firm at the time, Accenture. Their Greek offices were still relatively small, so I thought it would be a smart move to get in early and eventually be part of something much greater. A few days later, I was interviewed and particularly impressed the senior partners, promptly earning myself the position. Soon after, I was assigned to a major project which involved developing a centralised system for a large Greek state-owned bank. I stayed in that project – and the firm – for two years. This was more than enough time for me to figure it out once and for all: I needed a complete change of career. FAST.

One day, I woke up in the morning and something quite peculiar happened. Still half-asleep, I washed my face and took a long look at myself in the mirror. My uneven haircut and two-day stubble gave me a particularly scruffy look. The dark circles under my eyes betrayed the fact that I had been going through a particularly tiring stretch at work, with fourteen-hour workdays and junk food dinners. I paused for a few seconds and then spoke out loud:


‘I hate my job.’


It was as if I had to hear myself say it, so that I could finally accept it. Programming and IT consulting were just not for me, as I found myself getting bored quite easily and needed a challenge. I wanted something more exciting, more fast-paced and less repetitive. In fairness, those past two years were not a waste of time as I thought about it; as it turned out, that job was the first link of a chain of events that led me to meet the love of my life (more on this later).

I had concluded that I needed to change career, but I had absolutely no clue how to go about it. I came from an MBA family, my father having completed his at INSEAD in the eighties and my brother his at London Business School two years earlier. Naturally, when I went to them for advice, they both strongly recommended I do the same. It would be a substantial investment financially, but the potential upside convinced me that it would be a no-brainer decision.

After some tests and interviews, I got admitted at Manchester Business School and started the course in late 2000. As I set foot in the business school for the very first time, I remembered the words I had told myself when I finished my master’s degree in 1993:

‘That’s it, no more studying for me, ever!’

Meanwhile, the destiny stared at me with a sarcastic smirk on her face, ‘Yeah. Good luck with that one, mate.’



***


Manchester, September 2000

The MBA was a thoroughly overwhelming experience for me. The sheer volume of reading, assignments and group projects made it a truly daunting task. In hindsight, I realised that it was probably purposely done in such a way; this was essentially intense training in time-management and organisational skills.

My MBA class consisted of just over one hundred individuals, many of which were quite exceptional people. The sheer variety in my classmates’ nationalities, professions, and general backgrounds made it an astonishing place to study. I got to be friends with many of them, but at some point, the classmates eventually found out that they would soon be competing against each other in search of jobs.

It wasn’t long before a number of major global firms started making on-campus presentations, trying to attract top talent. On a typical rainy Manchester Monday, a Barclays employee came to the business school to make a presentation of the bank and his job in particular.

Let’s take a moment here and describe something important about me: I always loved driving and had been obsessed with cars and motorsport for as long as I can remember. When I was a little boy, my most cherished toys were cars, and I’d spend countless hours dreaming I was a racing driver. I took my driving test soon after my eighteenth birthday and always thoroughly enjoyed even the shortest and most mundane car journeys. My friends gave me the nickname ‘taxi driver’ because of my frequent desire to drive people around, but that didn’t stop me or annoy me at all. I used to read all the popular car magazines and had full encyclopaedic knowledge of all major cars in production. If you asked me for a particular make and model, I could tell you all the engine and body variants, complete with statistics such as horsepower, 0-100kph acceleration time, top speed, and many others. I knew from a young age that I would never lose this love for cars, being totally uninterested in things like having flashy clothes or going to wild parties like other kids did. I would have gladly given up every other luxury to pursue my love of cars and anything that had to do with motor racing.

So why mention all this? The reason is that, despite his bland attire, the man from Barclays giving the presentation was in fact a trader who also had a love for cars. Following a pretty standard and rather dull thirty-minute presentation, he closed with this:

‘So, do you want a job that’s exciting, fast-paced and very rarely repetitive? Do you want to buy that Ferrari that you always dreamed of? Then come work for Barclays and become a trader.’

The man had just spoken two sentences that resonated with every single bone in my body. I knew right there and then that I was going to go after a summer internship in trading, hopefully leading to a full-time job.

Barclays was the first bank to make a presentation at the business school, so it was also the first bank to outline their internship application process. It was not a simple or easy process, as I later found out, the first step being an aptitude test that consisted of three parts – Mathematics, English and a Psychometric evaluation. The first two were GMAT-like tests with relatively simple questions individually, but with two major pitfalls: the wording was often purposely tricky and there were way too many questions for the allowed time to answer them. As a result, this test was effectively yet another way of assessing how individuals handled stress and time pressure. Apparently, roughly eighty per cent of the internship applicants were cut based on those test results, making it a crucial initial filtering phase.

The next round consisted of on-campus interviews conducted by Barclays senior staff. I had heard about aggressive investment banking interviews and how they sometimes tried to break applicants, and I was about to get a taste of it myself.

The first interview was with a quantitative analyst who spent the best part of an hour asking mathematical and numerical questions, attempting to draw out a mistake. The mistake never came, boosting my confidence and hopes, but the second interview was a very different affair.

The follow-up interview was with a senior salesman who started asking all the typical interview questions. I was in the middle of answering a question when I noticed him leaning back in his chair, seemingly falling asleep. This was a classic example of interviewers trying to provoke a reaction to an unexpected situation, and surprisingly, it was a relatively common tactic in banking interviews. I politely spoke to him, asking if he needed some rest and would prefer me to leave. There was no answer. I then calmly got up and walked over to the interviewer’s desk, noticing a pack of post-it notes and a pen lying on it. I quickly wrote a message:


‘You’ve probably had a very long week and need some rest. I’ll let you recuperate and will be available to meet again, should you wish to do so. You have all my contact details if needed. Regards, Stelios.’


Following those two interesting – if slightly surreal – interviews, I was informed that I had made it to the final phase of the internship process. This final round was the ‘Assessment Weekend’ that Barclays held on an annual basis. Summer internship candidates were flown to the Barclays headquarters in Canary Wharf, where they would undergo a series of tests over two full days. Those were probably two of the toughest days of my life. All the tests were extremely well thought out and beautifully executed – kudos to Barclays for that.

One test involved a scenario where you had to sell a car to prospective clients. I was terrible at that and quickly realised that I couldn’t be a salesman to save my life. In fact, I wasn’t even a competent salesman selling my favourite product in the whole world.

Another test was one that really shocked most candidates, and one which required total out-of-the-box thinking. We were placed in round tables of eight people – seven candidates and one bank employee who was assigned to supervise. Each candidate was given a sheet of paper with instructions, and we were told that they had to work as a team to complete this assignment.

The instructions were relatively simple. There were seven candidates and seven specific letters of the alphabet, each one written on a sticky piece of paper. Each candidate would stick one letter on their chest and the goal was to form as many words as possible by standing side-by-side. We simply needed to arrange ourselves in line, form the selected word, and move onto the next one. Each group had three minutes to make as many words as possible, a task that sounded simple at first. Naturally, however, there was a catch. There were three little details which made the task infinitely harder:


	Candidates knew all seven letters, but they only knew which letter had been assigned specifically to them.

	Candidates were not allowed to speak during the task.

	Candidates were blindfolded during the task.



As I read those final three details, I felt cold sweat running down my face. I might as well have been asked to climb mount Everest, barefoot, with no equipment.

As the instructions were handed out to us and we began reading them, there was complete silence in the room. Everyone was frantically trying to find a way around the obvious obstacles, but it seemed like an impossible task. Suddenly, I had an epiphany. This task wasn’t about making ten or twenty words to win; it was about making two or three at most. I took the lead and spoke to the group.

‘Right everyone, I have a thought. I think that if we manage to make three words, we’ll win this task. It’s probably going to be very difficult for another team to somehow make more. So, let’s decide on three words, since we know what the seven available letters are, and let’s all memorise them. When we start the task, we will each know in which position we are placed within each specific word.’

I felt more and more confident as I was speaking, realising that I was partially making it up as I was going along. Never mind, it was all making sense so far and the other team members were nodding in approval.

‘The big problem is that we’ll be blindfolded and not allowed to speak,’ I continued. ‘That’s OK, we will communicate by making other sounds. The person with the first letter in the word will stand up and clap once. The person with the second letter will hear the clap and stand next to that person, and clap twice. And so on, and so forth. When the word is complete, we all clap seven times and we move onto the next word. Agreed?’

That last question was mostly rhetorical, since our time for formulating a strategy was up and the task was about to begin.

‘OK let’s do that!’ they all approved.

Each candidate was blindfolded, and a bank employee announced that the time had started counting down.

Three very quick and unusual minutes later, the task was over – much to the relief of the candidates. I took my blindfold off and sat down on a chair, exhaling loudly. I looked around and couldn’t help giggling when I realised that one of the team members from the adjacent table had somehow wandered all the way to the other end of the room.

The scores were recorded, and I was absolutely chuffed to see that the two words my team had managed to form made it the joint-highest score out of the whole room. The team celebrated by fist-bumping and hugging, but the celebrations were cut short – it was already time to move onto the next test.

The last test I took was a card-based game that mimicked a trading situation where candidates started with partial information and were then gradually fed the rest. As more information was revealed, the trading strategy would change in order to adapt to the new parameters. I immediately felt at ease with the situation, figuring out a robust strategy from very early on in the game. In the end I blitzed it, registering the second highest score out of roughly two hundred candidates. Harry Harrison was the Barclays manager who was assigned to observe our table and that’s where I first caught his attention. Harry would later turn out to play a big role in my career and subsequent adventure.



***


At the end of the two days, the candidates were all asked to assemble in the conference room on the seventh floor, and this brings us back to the precise moment where I was nervously holding the white envelope in my hands.

As I took the piece of paper out of the envelope and slowly unfolded it, a single word caught my eye: “Congratulations”. That’s all I needed to read, as I finally let myself go and felt my legs getting weak. I sat down on the floor of the room, with the piece of paper still in my hands, and the emotions finally started flowing. Relief, elation, satisfaction all rolled into one. I felt two days of immense stress suddenly leaving my body and the feeling was incredible. After nearly two decades of hard work I had finally made it – the first step to becoming a trader in the City of London.



***


October 2010, London

It was a cold Friday evening and I had just returned home from the gym. My busy life as a derivatives trader had taken a toll on me and I had recently decided to make a change in my personal life, in terms of exercise and nutrition. For the past few years, every time I had looked at myself in the mirror, I really didn’t like what I saw. I had let myself go, spending most of my day sitting on my trading desk and getting practically no exercise at all. I ate at random times of the day and the nutritional value of my meals was typically very poor.

My recent girlfriend – a young fitness enthusiast in her late twenties – frequently reassured me that I looked handsome. I wanted to believe her, but I was sure that her judgement was severely influenced by the size of my wallet. I didn’t care.

Two months before, I had decided to make a change and had started going regularly to the gym. After only a few weeks of weight training, Pilates and indoor cycling, the difference was already visible, and I felt more energised and upbeat.

That evening I was driving my brand-new Audi R8, a car I adored and which I had taken a particularly long time to select when looking to make my purchase.
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Sometimes the real conspiracy is where you least expect it
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