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On the following day, when fuller reports came in, the market began to slide off, but even then not as violently as it should. Knowing that nothing under the sun could stave off a substantial break I doubled up and sold five thousand shares…. I wasn’t plunging recklessly. I was really playing conservatively. There was nothing that anyone could do to undo the earthquake, was there? They couldn’t restore the crumpled buildings overnight, free, gratis, for nothing, could they? All the money in the world couldn’t help much in the next few hours, could it?…

—EDWIN LEFÈVRE, REMINISCENCES OF A STOCK OPERATOR






Gravitation is not responsible for people falling in love.

—ALBERT EINSTEIN
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1.



HE DREAMT THAT THE WORLD was coming to an end. Yet he knew that this was a dream and not a nightmare. There was no sign of a tumultuous ending, of the sky falling down. There were no screams or sirens. He sat in front of a computer screen, Zenlike, watching the numbers fall. He could tell by the size of their drop that something terrible had happened. He did not have to listen to the news to know this. The numbers said everything. He went deeper into sleep, resigned to an inner faintness. He rolled over in his bed, an oracular smile on his face, as if he had known all of this would somehow happen.

He let out a laugh as one benchmark tumbled after another. Then someone whispered in his ear: “Shshhhhhhhh. Sell, Wayne, sell, or you’ll be wiped out. Shshhhhhhhh. Sell, Wayne, sell, you better sell now.”

He pressed a few more keys, like a concert pianist playing a mournful prelude, an end-of-the-world elegy to humanity. An amber graph appeared on the upper left-hand corner of his screen, charting the big bang of the human heart. Then, without warning, the numbers halted their fall. A searing pain penetrated his lumbering body.

When he woke up, everything around him was just as it had been the day before.

His loft was functional, almost empty. There were the requisite designer pieces: the pliable plastic bookcase inspired more by itself than by the ideas that it held; the hand-woven tatami in place of a back-friendly mattress; the Ingo Maurer lamp whose fragile frame suggested a home absent of children. The floor was cement gray, just as it had been yesterday. He looked out his windows across the West Side Highway. The abandoned warehouses were still there, remnants of a forgotten recession when he was still a toddler.

There was order all around him. His undershirts were stacked by increments of seven. His books were arranged by color. His furniture was mostly Nordic, linear. He woke up at five every morning, including Sundays, not because he was an insomniac, but because there was work to be done. He checked the weather forecast along the Mediterranean basin, measured the tropics of terror below the thirty-fifth parallel; the corn yield in Kansas; the price of Brent Crude oil at $50 a barrel; the cases of missing forests, wholly uprooted, whittled and wasted, unreported.

Nature. He disliked its prickly stems, its bramble and bush, the obstinate precision of its cycles, its preconfigured calendar, the coded tapestry of its patterns, the singular and undeviating smugness of its hills, standing stubbornly in the way of human progress.

Before going to work he studied the atlas under a desk lamp, passing his magnifying glass over deltas, oceans and valleys. From Kabul to New York, always drifting from the periphery to the core, in precise concentric circles. At the office he stared into a luminous screen, into his precipitous and fateful future. He was chained to his Bloomberg. And yet to him, the Gloomberg, as he sometimes called the news retrieval system perched on his desk, was more than a processor of bad news. It was a repository of the outside world; a guardian of numerical itineraries; a facilitator of greater wealth and its destruction.

In the financial community he is simply known as Wayne. There have been unconfirmed sightings at the Odeon, where someone claims to have seen him once eating with his hands, even of pissing on his plate. They are not to be believed. Rumors. They are there to be denied, or if the market is open, to be traded on.

 

At the Midtown offices of the hedge fund a heavy downpour drummed on the windows. Then, all of a sudden, the rain stopped and a streak of sunlight broke through a cumulus cloud. Wayne looked outside. The surrounding landscape was a concentration of glass and steel, vertical gulags lost in the clouds below. Facing his electronic terminal, he felt like he was in the cockpit of a fighter jet, a creature of pure movement and speed. Trading was like space-time arbitrage, the twisting vectors of a supersonic jet. It did not matter whose side he was on. He belonged to a society where transactions superseded human relations. There were no friends or enemies in the steel and glass towers, just transactions, best made in silence or against the neutral whir of the air conditioner.

 

He looked into the Bloomberg. Everything became clear again. There were familiar diagrams on his two screens. Each plotted point was the expression of a just measure. Each fraction was a clue to a hidden treasure. Each decimal lent dignity to a perverse pleasure, until a 24K bloc crossed the tape. The bids were relentless, growing bigger in size. This made Wayne neither happy nor sad. He took pride in dominating the odds, but when they turned against him, he rarely complained, pretending to be immune to the market’s gyrations, to the occasional dirty tricks that life played on him.

“It’s a hostile takeover,” his trader said.

“How’s it being financed?”

“Not sure yet, just hit the tape. Let me call some guys and get a refresher on it.”

“Forget it, just lose it. Let’s just fucking get out.”

He felt triumphant at the end of the third calendar quarter. Most hedge funds had lost money betting on a rebound. Screw them. He had warned them of the coming catastrophe, but they did not listen. Now they would have to pay with their lives. Whose fault was that? Last week he warned a portfolio manager about buying shares of Mickey Ds. “Dude, everyone likes a hamburger,” the manager shot back. “It’s like a noncyclical stock. I don’t know what the right price is, but if it goes up, God Bless America.”

“But it’s not gonna go up,” Wayne said. “It has no juice.”

“Trust me, it’s gonna rip.”

“Rip, my ass. It’s sitting on its ass.”

“Whatever, dude.”

 

Wayne turned his attention to another beleaguered stock. He entered the ticker of a Corsican timber company into the Bloomberg. The Bustaci Frères Fibre Company was the only papermaker in the world located on an island. Most of the traders who bought and sold Bustaci stock did not know that Corsica was an island, or that it was the birthplace of Napoleon, or that the Corsicans spoke their own language, which was perhaps not as cryptic as Armenian but was quite difficult to discern in its own right. All they cared about was whether Bustaci would produce more timber next year than last, or if it would increase its output of corrugated cardboard, or if the stock price went up or down. On the global exchanges investors took a bulimic stance on Bustaci shares and their bouts of irrational buying were often followed by episodes of self-induced vomiting. No one knew the reason for this obsessive behavior. The stock made an effort to climb back at the start of the week following a Lehman Brothers upgrade.

“I’ve spoken with the Lehman analyst,” Wayne shouted to no one in particular. “This is one brother who has his head up his ass.”

“It’s up a buck,” his trader IM’d back.

“It’s a fake-out, sell more of it.”

“You got it, boss.”

A few minutes later the stock began to drop just as Wayne had surmised.

“I knew I was right,” Wayne said. “This bitch is going down faster than a Ukrainian hooker.”

And so he sat in front of his Bloomberg, frozen, watching the numbers fall, as if the world were coming to a quiet, civilized end. If history was any guide, no one knew what would happen next. “Sell, sell, sell,” Wayne screamed at his Bloomberg. “Sell, or you’ll be wiped out!” Soon after this visceral outburst the S&P faltered and one benchmark tumbled after another. Nasdaq dropped the most since the bombings in Beirut. At the end of June, the S&P dropped twelve handles. Wayne instructed the trade desk to raise cash and prepare for a sharper fall.

 

When the market closed he looked at the plants next to his desk. They looked more uncertain than the stock symbols on his screen. He ran his palm over a leaf. It felt like an extraterrestrial tongue, viscous and velvety. This sensation made him twitch, this feeling of being affected by an alien world. He longed for something familiar, like the comforting pattern of an oblong distribution. He felt a little guilty about this. Was the idea of an oblong-shaped leaf any less credible than an ordinary one? He examined the plant, but this time he did not see green. He began to count the recurring patterns in the leaves. There were five main lobes radiating from the stem. The sublobes were similar to the larger ones in outline, structured in overlapping spirals. They were arranged in a logarithmic Fibonacci sequence:* 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, 55, and so on and so on. He felt at peace counting the numbers, over and over again. It was music to his ears, a paean to phi (ø), which was the closest he ever hoped to get to perfection.

* The ratios of successive Fibonacci numbers approach the golden ratio as n approaches infinity.
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THE ONLY NUMBERS that the Corsican counted were those of trees. He counted them as he hiked through the island’s glorious forests. Unlike Wayne, he considered a tree just a tree; a fern was a fern, an arbutus was an arbutus and forests were full of all kinds of herbs and a great many bushes, and never in his life had he encountered a leaf with an oblong distribution. If he knew that they existed he’d have done his best to avoid them. Nor did the Corsican care much for Fibonacci, especially during such a bright, beautiful day. A pie was something one ate, nothing worth losing one’s hair over.

The Corsican felt especially ebullient today. Nature was everywhere around him, ascendant. Tiny star-shaped flowers covered the valley in pink. He picked one and patiently chewed its bulb, just as his ancestors had: a piece of the prehistoric past interpolated into the present. He opened his sack and filled it with the ambrosial buds to offer to his commanders. Grown men with delicate hearts, they too were prepared to kill in defense of the pink flower.

Walking through a field, he could see the roots of history laid bare in crystallized, elemental forms. The clouds were in retreat, needled by beams of sunlight, and tiny petrels flitted over the foliage in the mountainous interior of the island. When he emerged from the maquis he could see the ancient city of Corte perched on top of a hill. As he entered the city, many people came to see him. They shook his hand and showered him with flowers. The children ran around him in circles. A young girl approached him and kissed his hand as if he were a king or a prophet. The Corsican continued his walk up a winding path at the top of which was a fortress. It was surrounded on all sides by primordial rock. His commanders were huddled in a stony barrack, waiting for him, or rather, for the news that he carried. But he kept them waiting. The air smelled of moss, a lingering antediluvian past, though it also smelled of brocciu, ewe’s cheese, and chestnut flour pastry. Some of them were busy finishing up breakfast when the Corsican walked in and offered them the pink flowers. They tore the delicate petals and began to chew on them. This cacophonous communion was fraught with such emotion that one of the commanders almost cried. As the chewing subsided, the Corsican surveyed the commanders with his strange, protuberant eyes. He was the human reincarnation of a sublime species of fish, condemned by some supernatural power to live among ordinary men. The commanders waited for him to break the silence. When he finally opened his mouth, he knew that it was nature speaking, this colossal crashing of a wave unhinged from its center of gravity. He looked at his watch. The commanders anxiously waited for news from that other island, where nature was a Hobbesian jungle of computer screens ordered inside black geometric towers.

“I leave for New York City tomorrow,” the Corsican said. “I am supposed to meet him inside the MetLife Building, that icon of capitalism condensed; beacon of betrayal to us, symbol of prosperity to them.”

 

Two days later the Corsican was in a city cab, watching his driver eat from a paper bucket made by Bustaci. It contained a plastic fork and last night’s takeout of General Tso’s chicken.

“Don’t mind me eating,” the cabdriver said. “I skipped breakfast this morning.”

So had the Corsican. The food they served on the plane had made him nauseous. When the cab crawled to a stop at Fifty-seventh and Madison his stomach rumbled. Then the sky thundered. Clouds converged. Umbrellas emerged. An ominous pall fell over Midtown Manhattan.

“Tempu catt ìu,” the Corsican said. Bad weather. “I am not going to make it on time.”

“As always, time and money are the problems,” the driver tried to console him. “When I was a professor at the New School I always liked to talk about Marx to my students and I permitted myself to become homiletic.”

The Corsican nodded. It was the little affirmation that the driver needed: “I tell my young passengers the same thing today. That because they’re young and relatively privileged, they don’t understand the fundamental truth Marx grasped early and chose to grasp as a tragedy. We sell the time of our lives for wages. It’s not just that time is money. It’s that life, which is energy exercised over time, is exchanged for money. Life is money; energy is money; time is money. Money is the universal solvent, which brings us to the MetLife Building, your destination, or, more likely, another point of departure. That’ll be forty dollars.”

The Corsican gave the driver two twenty-dollar bills and stepped into a mass of flesh: elbows jostling elbows; agitated crowds swelling at street corners; buildings spitting out humans in some kind of an inventory-purging event; a man eating a wet hot dog while walking in the rain. Towering over Mid-town Manhattan was the MetLife Building, where Wayne sat behind his desk, screaming into a next-generation handheld:

“Hey, brain fart, listen to me for a second. Just buy the fucking ten-year. Trust me on this, it’s gonna rip.” Minutes later the Friday payroll report sparked a sell-off in equities. The economy added fewer jobs than everyone expected. Bonds surged. “Bad news is good news,” Wayne said to his screens and to no one else in particular. “Everyone is pukin’ out stocks and buying Treasuries.”

 

The Corsican made his way through a thick crowd, wrestling with umbrellas that looked bigger than any he had seen. He was nearly run over by a cab as he crossed an intersection. By the time he approached the building he was soaking. He took the elevator to the thirty-first floor, where an intern from Empiricus Kapital greeted him. He walked past a poster by Rothko glorifying the Industrial Revolution: a man holding a giant hammer in one hand and a bouquet of red tulips in the other.

The Corsican walked around Empiricus, surveying the overeducated team of knowledge workers. Most of them had the look of institutional boredom etched in their faces. They sat behind wafer-thin screens, tracking the undulations of the market, trying to make sense of its volatility, its sudden surges and kinetic crashes. He looked closely into their fallow eyes. Their source of life seemed to come from outside, from the artificial glow of the filtered neon lighting. Most of the staff could be found in the trading pit, sitting behind industrial desks, their eyes glued to flickering screens. There were no partitions at Empiricus. The physical organization of the office was anti-hierarchical by nature, so that on first appearance it was not clear who was actually running the place. Behind Wayne’s desk on the wall was a poster with a reworked quotation from Karl Marx in big bold letters:

We have drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervor, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine sentimentalism, in the icy water of egotistical calculation. We have resolved personal worth into exchange value, and in the face of the numberless indefeasible freedoms, have set up that single, all-consuming freedom, free trade.


It was an odd epigram to have in an investment firm, but everything about this office was unusual. Next to Wayne sat the fund’s chief research analyst, Pintu Banerjee, credited for developing an anticipatory inflation gauge. Wayne rarely made a bet on disaster without consulting Banerjee. The Bengali was an expert in the esoteric field of Indian bonds and stochastic volatility, which became the blueprint of a trade Wayne engineered against the rupee. Banerjee lit a Four Square cigarette and inhaled deeply, knowing full well that lung cancer strikes one in three of the smoker population. It was difficult to tell why Banerjee, for whom risk aversion was extreme, smoked so heavily. In the financial community, at least, he longed for longevity. He took another puff, by his last count his sixty-seventh of the day. He smoked in quick succession and with a particular kind of listlessness. He was grateful that Wayne tolerated his smoking.

Banerjee took a break from the keyboard and measured the Corsican as he walked past him. He quickly ascribed to him a mental zero. He then examined the green square on his cigarette box and was reminded of home. The logo was designed by Satyaji Raj, the Bengali filmmaker, all of whose movies he had seen. With each puff he dreamt of his alternate history as a Bollywood scriptwriter.

The Corsican sensed a concentrated field of energy around Banerjee’s two screens as he walked past the smoke-engulfed Bengali. Advancing columns of amber-colored integers filled his screens. He caught a glimpse of an unintelligible formula through the fumes. There was an irrational root and a three-dimensional triangle embedded inside.

Next to the Bengali was Simone Cordoba, chief currency trader at Empiricus Kapital. She was half Swiss, half Argentine, daughter of the Harvard-educated Armando Cordoba, former deputy finance minister of Argentina, in charge of currency devaluation and wholesale national impoverishment. When during her interview Wayne criticized her father’s policies, she hardly flinched:

“I’m sure you know that Wall Street benefited immensely from my father’s devaluation policy,” she said. “It was 1986 and the Argentineans soon lost the euphoria of winning the World Cup. Then an offshore hedge fund attacked our currency.”

“Their net exposure was nominal,” Wayne interjected. “It wasn’t who you think it was.”

“I’m not being critical or defensive, just making a point.”

“Hedge funds are an interesting dynamic, for sure, but we’re never the driver in that sort of thing. What I’m getting at is that we’d love to hire your dad as a consultant.”

That’s when Wayne decided to hire Simone Cordoba. It had nothing to do with the size of her breasts, which her stretch-knit chiffon blouse made even more salient. For anyone who might think that Wayne is a sexist, that’s a moot point open to debate, but let it be noted for the record that at the time he decided to hire Simone Cordoba his mind was charting the shape of the Treasury yield curve and nothing else.

Next to Cordoba sat Dr. Wang, who was busy writing a quarterly client report titled “D Is for Destruction.” He had small, intelligent eyes and politically correct nipples and he wrote his reports while listening to Mahler. What a bunch of inspired guys, the Corsican thought. I can’t wait not to see them again. When he finally reached Wayne he was yelling into the phone, “This trade is pretty good, but you should be ten times bigger in it. Not two times, ten times. There’s no way it’s gonna fail. The vol on this bitch is gonna explode. We’ll cover four, five points lower.”

Wayne was in his late twenties, talking to traders twice his age. At twenty-eight, the Corsican had still been spray-painting national liberation slogans on granite cliffs: libertà per tutti patriotti. If one day he decided to have a city job he would have to literally reinvent his résumé. For what could he claim as professional experience? Listening to the rustling of leaves, pilfering of hens, collecting seashells. If truth be told, he had some experience ravaging forests, for until recently he had worked for the Bustaci Frères Fibre Company.

As he grew used to the devastation around him he felt anger at his predicament and so one day he made a secret pact with nature to restore its honor. His other secret wish was to be fired, for he also felt shame at his profession. With each swing of the axe he chipped away at his beliefs and sometimes at the end of the day his body convulsed from the shock of the mechanized pogroms he and his friends committed against nature, more violent than the massacre of the Algerians, for whom he felt contempt, and he would raise his head enraged and let out a Munch-like scream filled with pain and horror. He had a special talent for identifying trees. His favorite was the tough maritime pine called the laricio. He respected the laricio more than any other tree and never approached it with an axe. To strike one down would have been more shameful than to marry an Arab. He was not a racist. Nor did he harbor any ill sentiment against the Arabs who lived in Bastia on the eastern shore of the island; he just wanted a Corsica for the Corsicans. It was not the Algerians’ fault that he was fired from his job. The Arabs were not the ones selling shares of Bustaci. How many Arab day traders were there with names like Lenny, Itzak and Wayne? He did not know of any. He was just proud to be Corsican. One day he would marry one. If someone asked him whether he was French or Corsican his response depended on who was asking. If the person was French he would tell him he was Corsican. If the person was an American he’d profess to be French. And if then asked where he was born he’d tell him he was born in Corsica. French and Corsican. Being a patriot did not mean that he did not have universal beliefs, since Corsica itself was a rather tiny island and he was someone with much bigger ambitions than the island or his height might suggest. History books and Napoleon were mainly to blame for this.

But so was his father. He was a member of the Situationist International. He encouraged his son to pursue a degree in the environmental sciences at the University of Corte and to think of life as a series of spectacles. It was at the university that the Corsican led a group of conservationists in authoring a report on the state of the world’s amphibians—but where was the value-added in that for Wayne, for whom nature was a disem-bodied view of Central Park South from a seventh-floor window table at Bergdorf? Wayne liked to go there without a reservation. This made the waiters run around in panic, whispering, “We have a window situation, we have a window situation…” which was one of his secret pleasures. Wayne liked these situations, for they said more about his social and economic status than the Situationists, whom he considered brain farts, for few of them had respect for money or the difficult work it took to make more and more of it. He met one such Situationist last year. He was a Breton who had studied philosophy at the Sorbonne.

“Why should I hire you?” asked Wayne.

“Because I’m committed to proving myself inside the citadel of capitalism,” he said. “I’m a team player, I’ve stopped reading philosophy books and I’m prepared to work on weekends.” But when Wayne asked him to calculate the enterprise value of a company, the brain fart just stared back.

“You need the fully diluted share count, it’s in the income statement,” Wayne finally said. “Then add the debt and back out the cash, basic stuff.”

The philosophy major was about to cry.

The only company the Corsican ever worked for was Bustaci. He woke up early in the morning, picked up his axe, and went to work in a van with four other men. They made their way into the forest and at dusk they walked up to a dirt road, waiting for the van to pick them up again. Nature. He was in love with its prickly stems, its bramble and bush, the obstinate precision of its cycles, the coded tapestry of its patterns, the singular and undeviating silence of its hills, standing stubbornly in the way of human progress, but he had to do what he had to, and so every day he wielded his axe into nature. His father did the same before him, and so did his grandfather. They left Bonifacio and settled in the mountainous interior of the island to be near the factory, and so the Corsican had learned from a young age that beliefs do not always fall into universally accepted doctrines, and that sometimes one has no choice but to follow; that one has to set aside certain beliefs, or bend them, and do what one has to out of necessity in order to earn a living, yet when he took his axe to a tree he felt sickened by his condition. Wasn’t that what had brought him here in the first place, this fervent desire to break away from the past in order to do things differently and for the better? This question was lodged in his head ever since he stepped into the MetLife Building. He wanted to get rid of it. He wished he was more like Simone Cordoba, like Dr. Wang, like that wizard of esoteric financial instruments, Pintu Banerjee. They were not encumbered by the dead weight of ideology. They simply did not have the time to be wistful or contemplative. They were not saddled by a nebulous desire to defend anything. Where was the value-added in that? They were there simply to make money. While he was stuck in these circuitous thoughts, another question brought him back to reality.

“Do you feel comfortable speaking English?” asked Wayne politely. “Because my Corsican is like shit.”

“My English is fine.”

“Good, good. My sales team says you’re an investor. The intern says you’re looking for a job. The answer to both is I can’t help you out. The fund is now closed to new investors and we already have a full staff in place, so I’m not sure what you could do for us.”

“I’d like to—”

“Before you go on, let me interrupt you for a second. Let me tell you about what we do here at Empiricus. It’s actually quite simple. We use science to anticipate risk. We believe that there are immutable laws that govern the market: that the market is prone to crisis and that crisis pitilessly tears asunder the social ties that bind man to his fellow man, leaving no remaining other nexus between men than naked self-interest. I am thinking specifically of those types of men who make their living in the market. You may think that we are like them, but in reality we are quite different from them. We believe in betting against the market. We are convinced of its deterministic destruction. We don’t like to take chances at Empiricus. God does not play dice.

“There are some things we like more than others. We like technology. We like progress. We don’t like Enron, eToys, WorldCom. Fiber is for morons. We like bonds because so much of what determines their value is quantifiable. We are quants here at Empiricus.

“We believe that the scientific attitude is the critical attitude. We even had a resident physicist on staff. He believed in the Heisenberg principle. Ever heard of it? It’s the theory that you cannot measure anything without affecting the measurement itself. In the end, we couldn’t handle the uncertain outcome of such a hypothesis, so I fired him. It was a difficult decision for me. We favored his scientific approach but did not share his conclusions.

“Science is something we encourage here at Empiricus. We do not look for verifications but rather crucial tests. We are avid readers here. Everything we can get our hands on, except for literary fiction. It has no basis in mathematical reality. It is messy, imprecise, difficult to disprove. Are you with me? What else do we believe in…” It was more statement than question.

“We believe in the empirical content of the market. It gave us our name, Empiricus Kapital. We believe that there is truth in numbers. We believe in anticipating advances and declines. We believe that the economic motive pervades social life but that such a belief should not prevent us from making lots of money. We favor selling here. More than buying. Some accuse us of being biologically brooding, as if our parents carried Kafkaesque genes. But I grew up in a stable family: my father was a bridge-builder, my mom an accountant, and all around me there was a pervasive sense of order. They instilled in me a certain quest for precision, a love for exactness, which we try to emulate here at Empiricus. I had a happy, crisis-free childhood. Yet in the financial community they call me the Bleaker. I’m not that bleak, really. And I never bet blindly. We’re not crazy Bears here who think the economy is going to be wiped off the map by Monday. That will take a little longer. One last thing you should know is that if for one reason or another all of the above does not bear out, we favor an activist approach when it comes to shaping market events. You may think that this is a cowardly disclaimer, but it is actually part of our hedging strategy. These general rules are the catechism of our trading. And you are hearing this from the high priest. Welcome to our temple, Empiricus Kapital. You are standing on hallowed ground here, scientifically speaking. But you may have already known this and perhaps you have come here for some other reason. If you’ve come here to ask for something, let me remind you about a rule we have here and I am sure you’ll agree with me on the following fundamental postulate, namely, that there is no such thing as a free lunch in this here closed system called our universe. Are you with me?”

The Corsican thought about killing Wayne just to shut him up. “You don’t have to sell me your product. I’m not an investor, but perhaps you can hire me and my friends. We are all out of a job.”

“I’m sorry to say it, but this is kind of a nonstarter for me,” Wayne responded. “Have you and your friends thought of going to a head-hunter?”

There was a diabolical asymmetry between the Corsican’s cool countenance and the chaos of his thoughts.

“I used to work for Bustaci,” he said.

Wayne smelled fear and opportunity in this revelation. He had been selling Bustaci shares for a while now. The information was out there in public filings for everyone to see. He was required to disclose his positions periodically in 13F filings. The number 13 was often followed by an F, a G or a D and in the coded language of Wall Street these documents were simply known as 13Fs, 13Gs or 13Ds. Seeing one on the Bloomberg unleashed unbridled passions. Stocks crashed or surged because of them. Fortunes were made or lost when it became evident that an important fund had cut back or increased its stake in a company. He didn’t have anything personal against the number 13. It was just another prime number, no harm in that.

Wayne walked over to an antique globe at the corner of the conference room and slid his fingers along the sphere. “We have a nickname for this globe,” he said, trying to buy time to assess the incremental bit of information the Corsican had shared with him. Was there an angle, an opportunity here?

“We call it Ploutos, the Greek word for wealth, and the countries you see here in North America are the envy of the world. We call them Plutonomies, countries characterized by capitalist-friendly governments and tax regimes, constant technological innovation, an embracing of globalization and immigration, financial innovation, the rule of law and patent protection, at least that is the general framework most of us live in, some sort of social contract most of us have bought into.”*
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