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PROLOGUE


“An option is not at all like a stock. It’s a contract that has a beginning and an end. That’s why they appealed to me in the first place.”


In 2015, I sat in my office boardroom explaining trading derivatives to a couple of individuals from the SEC who had requested a meeting with me. I mainly traded derivatives, but I’ll use the more common name of “options.” Ever since deciding to trade with options back in 2003, I knew that a lot of people didn’t understand how they worked.


“The pricing of an option is comprised of two pieces: intrinsic value and extrinsic value,” I said as I began to describe how this worked. “So here’s a simple way to look at options. If I buy a stock, I only make money one way, and that’s if the market goes up. But with options, you buy or sell ‘calls’ and ‘puts.’ If I buy a call, I make money when the market goes up, but when I buy a put, I make money when the market goes down. I sell mainly puts.”


Even though I looked at my way of trading as very simple, I realized people who are not familiar with derivatives do not fully grasp how this works. At the time, even though I wasn’t trading under the SEC, I was still registered with them. I conducted all my trading under the authority of the CFTC (Commodity Futures Trading Commission) and the NFA (National Futures Association). These independent agencies regulated U.S. derivatives markets that included the options I was trading. I had just been through a comprehensive audit during which they didn’t find any problems with my trading. The only thing they determined was that I was required to produce one more report for my investors. I already produced monthly reports explaining everything that was happening with their accounts; however, this was a report I had never heard of.


Since the recent CFTC audit hadn’t found anything wrong with my bookkeeping and the way I traded, I wasn’t worried about this meeting with the SEC. Even though I had just finished going through the process, I happily obliged them with their request to reproduce all the documents so they could conduct their own audit.


Less than a year later, I found myself meeting with the SEC again. This time, I was in a much larger conference room in their office in Atlanta surrounded by a lot more people. I was asked to speak into the microphone they placed in front of me. My lawyers, who were in the conference room with me, were told they were not allowed to speak.


There were two statements I won’t ever forget from this meeting. As they kept asking me question after question, and I kept telling them exactly what I was doing, one man just threw up his arms and shook his head.


“Somebody else ask this woman a question,” he said. “I can’t get a straight answer out of her.”


I was never asked about how I traded; they asked me what I did. The SEC never asked me if my investors understood what I was doing. My investors knew me personally and trusted me, and they loved it because they never lost a penny. But nobody at this meeting asked me questions about this.


I also remember a comment from someone from the SEC during a break: “We’ve got the female Bernie Madoff here.”


(There was an irony about this particular meeting when two years later in 2018, two SEC codirectors were being interviewed by the House Financial Services Committee. As part of his response to the committee, one of the codirectors said that, “The CFTC regulates derivatives and commodities, the SEC focuses on securities.”)


In a room surrounded by strangers who didn’t understand how I traded—by SEC employees who didn’t regulate what I traded—I wondered how I could be compared with the notorious man who died in federal prison after running the largest Ponzi scheme in history and defrauding thousands of investors of billions of dollars.


I had never intended for this trading thing to be something serious in the first place. The only reason I started this was because of a desire God put onto my heart. A desire to help others in impoverished countries all around the world.


My story—this story I’m sharing—isn’t about the SEC. This is about how a girl from a small town in North Carolina found her true calling, and how an interest in trading helped fuel that passion.









“I have to face life with a newly found passion. I must rediscover the irresistible will to learn to live and to love.”


—ANDREA BOCELLI, THE MUSIC OF SILENCE: A MEMOIR (2011)










Chapter One FIND YOUR PASSION









WHAT ARE YOU MEANT TO DO IN LIFE?


It started with a simple question. “What is your passion?”


I was sitting in the office of Dr. J. Howard Olds at Brentwood United Methodist Church when he asked me this. I’d recently moved to Brentwood, Tennessee, in 2003, and I knew I needed to find a new church. This was the first one I visited. I have always gone to a small country church, so on the first Sunday I attended Brentwood United, its size overwhelmed me. It had several thousand members, an organ donated by the late member Sarah Cannon (Minnie Pearl), and a choir and an organist who were amazing. As I sat in the back pew of the packed sanctuary, one thought came to my mind.


This isn’t where I want to go. No way.


Then Howard Olds began to preach, and by the end of the sermon, my heart had been touched. He blew my mind. I knew I was already home. So shortly after that, I called his office and asked if I could meet with him.


“I’ve never been in a big church like this,” I told him. “I wanted to visit other churches in the area, but I really appreciated your sermon. I just wanted to meet you.”


When I first met Dr. Olds, we chatted for a few moments before he asked a question I couldn’t exactly answer.


“What’s your passion?”


I knew in my heart what he was asking me, but I didn’t know how to reply. So I gave a simple answer.


“I enjoy music, art, and theater. Those are my passions.”


The reverend had only known me for a handful of minutes, but he still chuckled and smiled at my answer.


“You know that’s not what I’m asking.”


He was right. Deep inside, I had felt God nudging me all of my life. There had been faint whispers and slight murmurs, all quiet suggestions that my life should have a greater purpose. But it’s easy to let the noise of the world drown out those whispers. It’s far too easy to let school, work, and relationships keep you distracted.


Over the course of many years, I had achieved a successful American life: college graduate, MBA, CPA, great job, and an easy street when I retired in several years. It all fit together so well. This could easily be my life’s story. So why couldn’t I answer his question?


“I don’t know what my passion is,” I said. “I want to find out what God is calling me to do.”


“Has anything ever crossed your mind?” Dr. Olds asked.


“I’d like to take an international mission trip sometime.”


As I learned later, you did not make a comment like that to Howard unless you were ready to follow through with action. Our conversation that day continued, but Dr. Olds didn’t pressure me or ask any more questions. One week later, however, his secretary called.


“Dr. Olds said we’ve got a mission trip to Russia. He asked me to call you and tell you to join the team.”


Almost immediately I said, “Okay, I’ll do that.”


I had been ignoring and running away from God’s nudging for too long. I knew I had no more excuses. It was time to discover my true passion and calling in life.


I had no idea the journey I was about to go on.





When I picture my childhood, I see a kite flapping in the sky and horses galloping on the beach. These represent the power of possibility and the reward from creativity.


I can still hear that familiar question I would ask my father.


“Dad, it’s windy outside. Can I fly a kite?”


“Sure. Go get me a newspaper.”


When I recall my youth, I don’t remember how poor we were. I didn’t realize it at the time. I didn’t know my father constructed homemade kites for us because he didn’t have the money to buy them.


“Now go outside and get two limbs off that tree. Then go to the ragbag and bring me some rags.”


I loved my father. My brother and I would stand next to him in the grassy lot next to our small house in Kannapolis, North Carolina, as we launched our homemade kites. Dad had crafted a frame from broomstraw and covered it with paper pasted together with a mix of flour and water. The kite tail came from the ragbag—usually an assortment of old T-shirts and torn pieces of bedsheets. Dad created the line by tying together different threads of leftover yarn he brought home from his job at the textile mill. He tethered the kite to strings from this large multicolored spool and unrolled it bit by bit as his creation took to the sky.


Once the kite was in the air, Dad let my brother, Larry, and me fly it, but even better than flying it was “sending a message” to the kite. Dad put a hole in a piece of paper and pulled the message through the line of yarn. There were no actual messages written on the piece of paper—the fun was in watching the wind slowly work the paper up the string, little by little, inch by inch. Sometimes it took half an hour to finally reach the kite, unless the paper got caught on the knots in the line. We were thrilled if the message got past the knots and made it all the way to the kite.


Dad got lots of practice making kites since most of them ended up eaten by the huge hickory tree at the back of our property, whose limbs took the kites hostage and where they stayed until they withered away.


My brother and I were baby boomer children born to a couple from the Greatest Generation. Our parents had married after serving during World War II. Our father, James T. Bruton Jr., spent four years overseas in the army infantry—his unit moved from Scotland, through England, across the Channel into Europe, and landed in North Africa. Our family had a picture of him stretched out on a beach with my mother’s name, Ruth, spelled out in the sand in large capital letters. My mother was a nurse in the navy and was stationed in Jacksonville, Florida, where she tended to soldiers who had been ripped apart on the other side of the Atlantic. She didn’t talk much about it, but I knew she had seen the worst of the worst.


Though they both left the military, the military didn’t quite leave them. Dad ran the house like an army captain, and Mom was impeccably organized, her nurse’s caps all starched and aligned on her dressing table, her uniforms perfectly pressed, her shoes shined. My mother was a collected, positive, and upbeat woman; she was also demanding and didn’t accept excuses. She instilled in both my brother and me a drive to always be better. I didn’t realize at the time how much I internalized her ethic. Looking back, I wish I could ask my parents more about their lives and how they were affected by what they witnessed during the war. As a girl, these two people were just Mom and Dad.


My parents never talked much about their jobs—I was rather oblivious to what they did at the time. I just saw them go to work and come home five days a week, alternating shifts so that one of them was always home to take care of us. For the longest time, Mom took the first shift and Dad took the second, which meant he was the one fixing our breakfasts and lunches for school. He made us oatmeal or grits and cinnamon toast, along with some bacon or fatback. Lunch was bologna or liver mush—a uniquely regional food made of pork scraps, liver, and cornmeal—usually with fried potatoes and canned corn or beans from the garden. Dad had a way of trying to be creative with his potatoes—one day he’d say they were home fries, the next day he called them French fries, another day they were German fries. But we weren’t fooled—it was always the same thing.


Everything my father did meant something to me. I was crazy about him—he was a kind man and I was his little princess, and if I wasn’t outside playing with my friends, I wanted to be around him all the time. Some of my happiest memories with my father were on our family vacations.


My father worked as a loom fixer in the weave room at Cannon Mills, one of the largest textile companies in the country at that time and the central industry of the city. He sheltered us from our family’s economic hardships and figured out creative ways to take a family vacation in North Carolina. Cannon Mills shut down for two weeks every summer, so we would set out on adventures during that stretch of time.


It didn’t matter that we couldn’t afford to go anywhere and get a motel room. My father improvised.


One day he came home with a tent he’d bought. This is what we used when we traveled during those two weeks. We would sleep on the ground and think nothing of it as we explored North Carolina. The state is so diverse, with its rolling Smoky Mountains on one side and the sandy Outer Banks on the other. Our primary destination became Cape Hatteras—a string of islands off the coast of North Carolina. Cape Hatteras was so remote that few others traveled there and the journey was part of the adventure—it took four different ferries to get to the island and then there were no roads, just one lane of steel mats on the sand—metal landing mats left over from World War II. If we encountered someone else on that strip of steel, one car had to back up to a side mat to let the other driver pass.


Dad drove a 1952 Pontiac in those days; it was two-toned green and had an Indian chieftain hood ornament that lit up when Dad turned on the headlights. Once we arrived at the Outer Banks, Dad let out air from the tires so he could drive short distances right on the sand. We set up our heavy canvas wall tent big enough for all four of us and camped right on the beach.


Cape Hatteras is known as the Graveyard of the Atlantic. Diamond Shoals, beyond the Cape, with its strong currents and shifting sandbars, makes the area a treacherous spot for ships to navigate. Thousands of boats, Spanish treasure ships, coastal steamers, gunboats, blockade runners, battleships, tankers, schooners, luxury liners, and more have met their demise near the Cape, and when we were little, we could see some of the shipwrecked debris coming out of the water. Larry and I often swam out and tried to pull off some of the barnacle-encrusted wood. A lighthouse stood on the Cape as a safety measure, a tall, tapered shaft with black-and-white stripes that curled like a barbershop pole. When we were little, it was left unlocked, and Larry and I raced up and down the steps, night or day, on its narrow, two-way staircase.


Another result of the innumerable shipwrecks over the centuries were the herds of wild horses that roamed the island, descendants of Spanish mustangs brought to the Americas five hundred years ago. Four or five horses would gallop past me as I sat on the beach. They’d eat the bushes, grass, and flowers from residents’ yards. Eventually the National Park Service captured some of them and confined them behind fences, but a few wild horses still roam these beaches today.


It’s amazing how the memories of your youth can later inform you of the lessons you didn’t know you were learning. I look back on these makeshift kites and moving horses and see how my father was laying down pathways inside of me.


As a child, I didn’t need an expensive toy. I didn’t know how poor we were. All I knew was that my father loved me, and he wanted to spend time with me. As I’ve worked with kids all over the world from Nicaragua to Africa who can’t even afford to buy clothes, I’ve seen a simple truth: children are children are children. They just want you to play with them. They don’t want handouts. They want you.


My brother influenced me as well. Larry grew up with a great spirit of adventure in him. He explored the rivers and the mountains of North Carolina and would document and video the history of the places he visited. When I began to travel the world on trips to impoverished countries, it didn’t bother me to sleep in mud huts or experience the wilderness. I was accustomed to these thanks to the adventurous vacations we took. I never thought I shouldn’t be in some remote village sleeping on the floor. Instead, I was thankful for someone giving me a place to sleep that night.


Our lives are a series of preparations for what God has in store for us, but we first have to realize our purpose. Sometimes this comes at an early age. Sometimes this comes later in life. My moment arrived after I had built a successful career, after I had worked hard to build myself a comfortable existence. I didn’t know the plans God had in store for me, and I couldn’t imagine the adventures He would take me on. Little by little, God had been preparing me for these experiences, not just to serve in impoverished countries around the world but how to financially support this ministry.





On July 31, 2004, our team of seven arrived in Moscow with the goal of turning a bakery into a place of worship. I felt a great sense of calm arriving at the airport, knowing God was in charge. We would be working in the district of Perovo, but before traveling there, a little sightseeing in Moscow was in order.


It felt strange to be sitting in Moscow eating at the largest McDonald’s in the world. Growing up in North Carolina in the ’50s and ’60s, all I knew about Russia was that Russians were the enemy. I had been through drills in elementary school where we would get under our desks to protect ourselves in case the Russians dropped the big bomb on America. My uncle built a fallout shelter and stocked it with water and canned food so the family would have a place to survive the expected attack by the USSR.


We took a tour of the Kremlin, walking through the presidential palace (home of the current Russian president, Vladimir Putin) and saw the world’s largest bell and largest cannon. Red Square is just outside the Kremlin wall. I reflected on pictures from WWII of Russian troops marching through the Square, tanks rolling, flags waving. The grandest building at one end of Red Square is Saint Basil’s Cathedral—now a museum—a Russian Orthodox Church built from 1555–1561. With its many colorful domes shaped to represent a bonfire rising into the sky, it is an impressive structure.


Our team was led by our tour guide, Elena, and the interpreter, Katya. Our lodging in Perovo that week was a college dormitory whose students were out for the summer. The hot water was turned off on a schedule we didn’t have, so we never knew when we would have to brave a cold shower. This was just many of the things I had to adjust to on my first mission trip.
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