
[image: Image]


            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

    
[image: Image]



PROLOGUE


Portrait of a Trader | October 2, 2007


Back in 1999, when the world was brimming with optimism, when there were purple Yahoo! taxicabs patrolling the streets of San Francisco, I was a clerk on the options trading floor of the Pacific Coast Options Exchange. It was there that I learned how the financial markets worked. I spent much of my time standing in the back of the Intel-Oracle pit with the other clerks and stock jockeys; that is, the area where traders in Intel and Oracle options congregated.

There was a trader in the pit named Jack Taylor. Jack was six four, 240 pounds, with no concept of personal space. He spent half his day in a personal fast market, almost as though he was on crack, trading everything in sight: “BUY YOUR BOOK, JAN 30 CALLS, 20 LOT! SELL YOUR BOOK, DEC 25 PUTS! SAGEOLA! SAGEAROONI!” He was all arms and legs, thrashing his crumpled-up risk reports, crashing into other traders in the pit, eating lobster and steak burritos, passing gas all over the rest of the crowd, and heading out back to have sex with one of the female exchange clerks behind the Dumpster.

I wanted to be like Jack.

I wanted to be like Jack because he seemed to be one of God’s simplest and most beautiful creations. Make money, good. Lose money, bad. Burrito, good. Hangover, bad. My life seemed terribly complicated, and if I could boil down my existence to this primordial level, then it would be an existentially freeing experience.

But I was wrong. Jack’s wild personality was a smoke screen, a defense mechanism that he had created to convince other people (and perhaps himself, too) that his life really was that uncomplicated. He was not a simple guy but a rather complex one: a smart kid who had graduated from an Ivy League school, who had made deliberate and rational choices about what to do with his life, and who was now having second thoughts. His acting out was his way of coping, his way of distracting himself from the reality that the financial markets are a cruel way to make a living.

Jack now owns a sandwich shop in Chicago: Jack’s Sandos.

All traders go through what Jack went through. They learn to cope with the idea that they are expendable. If you ever take a trip to an investment bank’s trading floor, look around. Try to find the rare and elusive silver fox. Try to count the number of traders over forty. You won’t find many.

Partly this is because of mathematics. If the markets are mostly a zero-sum game, then the winners stick around and the losers find other things to do with their lives. The likelihood of somebody lasting ten years is only about one in five hundred.

The bigger reason that you don’t see old farts on trading floors is because people self-select. After a number of years in the business, they say enough is enough, hand in their company ID, and they go raise alpacas outside of Spokane.

The important detail is that all traders are capitalists of one stripe or another. Some of them are even supercapitalists, staunch libertarians, politically well to the right of even the Republican Party. And capitalism requires a dedication to the pursuit of reality. A rock is a rock is a rock. A rock is not a tree, no matter what mental gymnastics you perform. Profits are profits. Losses are losses. And there is no evading losses. You see your P&L every day, and the negative number stares you in the face.

Back in the civilian world, people permit themselves to evade reality. If the market is down, they won’t open the brokerage statement. They will stop investing. They will give up. They will hope that things come back.

Being a professional trader allows no such evasion. Hope is not a strategy. If you have a loss, you had better figure it out, or you are out on your ass.

That is a hell of a way to live.

But only if you can get to work in the morning. Seven years of this.

I’m late. Again. Did I lock the front door?

If you’re a trader, it is important to exercise the illusion of control, because the reality is that you’re not in control of anything. The smartest man on Wall Street, after months and months of research on a single trade, has no control over the outcome. In the short term, his position can move against him and force him to liquidate the world’s best idea, only to make him watch as it appreciates 200 percent over the next six months.

I definitely turned the coffeemaker off. But I’m not sure I locked the front door.

Traders deal with probabilities. There is a probability distribution for interest rates, for the log return of stock prices, and for cheating on your spouse without getting caught. The world is filled with uncertainty, and you try to model it. You quantify it. I model the likelihood that someone will break into my house if I forget to lock the door, and I determine that it is infinitesimally small. But not small enough.

I’d better turn around and check the front door.

It is true that in the absence of trade, there is war. But trade is just a different kind of warfare: buyers continually demand lower prices, and sellers want more for what they’re selling. A transaction occurs when—for a brief moment in time—buyer and seller can agree on a price. You’d think that both parties would be satisfied at this point, but in practice, they’re more pissed off at each other than they were before. Everyone thinks he’s getting screwed. A trading floor is filled with unhappy people, because nobody is ever satisfied.

Okay. Here we go.

Unlock, unlock.

Step outside. Turn around.

Lock dead bolt. Test doorknob. Push against door. Feel that it’s locked.

Lock doorknob.

Lock dead bolt again. Five, four, three, two, one.

Lock door again. Five, four, three, two, one.

Lock dead bolt again. Three, two, one.

Lock door again. Three, two, one.

Lock dead bolt again.

Lock door again.

Jiggle doorknob. Locked. Five, three, one. Five, three, one.

In most of the world’s markets, prices are sticky. The price of milk does not change on a second-by-second basis. It does not tick. Neither do the prices of air conditioners, coffeemakers, or MP3s. But a share of GE stock is worth more than it was just a second ago. In the financial markets, quoted prices are good for an instant; after that, they’re stale. Numbers change, and there are consequences. People start yelling. In fact, traders yell all the time. Sometimes it’s because they’re angry with you, but mostly it is to convey a sense of urgency. Five bid for ten thousand, immediate. Higher, now! I’ve seen kids out of college who were completely unprepared for the brutality of trading. Someone yells, and they crumble. They literally shake. Trading is not for the weak, the indecisive, the passive, or the homeschooled.

Damn it.

Back to the house, all the way from the bus stop.

Forgot to check the refrigerator.

This is madness. The madness. It’s back again, isn’t it?

Intimidation, I found, works pretty well, but only to a point. It can get you the extra penny, the balance of the order, and the price adjustment. But it is not a necessary or even sufficient condition for success. There is the guy in the pit with the glasses that nobody pays attention to. He buys when other people are selling. He steps aside when a big order comes through. He’s cordial. He keeps up appearances, but it is impossible to tell if he is having a good day or a bad day. It is impossible to tell if he is having a good year or a bad year.

He is having a very good year. He is up $3 million.

The refrigerator’s closed.

Back upstairs.

I can’t stand this.

Windows. Bathroom windows, office windows, bedroom windows.

Computer off, printer off.

Concentrate.

Coffeemaker off. Lights off.

Porch windows.

Ready.

It is more important to be smart than it is to be big, or fast, or a jerk. And on Wall Street, there are all kinds of smart. There are mathematicians, people who can find the flaws in Nobel Prize–winning options pricing models. There are computer geeks. There are poker players. There are the social psychologists, like me, who know that human behavior runs in patterns over time. Any or all of them can get rich. The people who don’t are the people who don’t ask questions, the people who consider it a birthright to act as a tollbooth attendant, taking their nickel from the market, not a care in the world.

Different pattern this time. Nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one.

Lock door.

Lock dead bolt.

Jiggle doorknob. Locked. Nine, five, one. Nine, five, one.

Remember that. And catch your bus.

This is a choice. You can choose not to do this.

There are those who think it is terribly unproductive to have an entire class of people dedicated to buying and selling money. They say that buying and selling money doesn’t actually produce anything. It’s just moving wealth around from one pile to the next. Even if that were true, it doesn’t mean that anyone should care: to most people, making money is an end in itself. There are those, however, who spend their entire career on Wall Street and can’t explain what it is they do for a living when they go home to their children at night. They’re embarrassed for themselves, because they feel that they’re not a force for good in the world.

To me, making money was an end in itself. But beyond that, it is important for any economy to have deep, liquid capital markets. Lost in the debate about the credit crisis—about whether or not it was good for banks to be lending money to people who would have great difficulty paying it back—is the concept that these people, for the first time, had access to capital. Without the existence of capital markets, without people like me and Jack Taylor, none of the dot-com companies, even the so-called good ones, like Amazon, would have been able to raise capital on such attractive terms. The same can be said for just about every bubble, every capital markets phenomenon. In markets, people make mistakes. But for every mistake made, someone, somewhere, benefits.

Did I lock the door?

You locked the door. You did nine-five-one.

I can remember doing nine-five-one, but I can’t remember locking the door.

So get off the bus.

Being a trader, to me, meant that for the first time in my life, I was looking out for myself. Me looking out for myself was a good thing. Because I was looking out for myself, because I sought to buy low and sell high, good things were happening in the world. A money manager was able to sell something at an inflated price, and his clients—dentists and teachers and bus drivers—all benefited. But I didn’t care. I just wanted to get paid.

This came with a price.

For most people, it is their sanity. Go to a casino late at night and observe. Money at risk brings out the worst in human behavior. There is the plainly shitfaced man in his fifties who is betting $2,000 on a single hand of blackjack, ignoring his wife’s calls, the phone vibrating incessantly in his pocket. There are the prostitutes. There are the counters, also known as the “advantage” players. All of these creatures exist in the capital markets in one form or another. Their behavior is excusable when there is money at stake. But it makes for a short career.

Again.

Back windows. Front windows.

Coffeemaker off. Lights off.

Porch windows.

This is going to be it. I’m not coming back again.

Plastic utensils and Velcro shower curtains are in your future if you keep this up.

I would be the exception, I thought. I was perfectly suited to trading. A former military officer and math whiz, thoughtful yet aggressive, intellectual yet vulgar, I could survive—no, thrive—in any trading environment. I remembered prices like they were yesterday. I saw patterns. And I was brutal enough to fight for the last penny. I wasn’t going to be one of those guys who bailed out after a few years and went to something soft and forgiving, like consulting. I wasn’t going to leave the business and write a book about how awful Wall Street was. Pussies.

I walked through life knowing that what I was doing was right. My insides matched my outsides. There is nothing so precious in this world as a man who is in the right place at the right time; who knows that he is doing what he is meant to be doing; who knows that if God exists, He placed him here on this earth to be a trader.

Oh no.

On the bus. Almost in the tunnel now.

Not again.

But take a hundred people and put them in separate rooms, each with a computer terminal and no windows, and allow them to trade futures. Give them each a million dollars. Don’t let them come out for a week. Ninety of them will lose everything. Nine of them will manage to break even, maybe making a few hundred thousand dollars in the process. One of them will get rich.

All of them will go insane trying.

I thought this was supposed to get better. I thought this was supposed to go away.

I had gone mad trying. But then, everyone goes mad trying. Lehman Brothers was too small to be an investment bank and too large to be an insane asylum. The difference between me and everyone else was that I was man enough to admit it.

Off the bus and running down the street, back to the house.

Just tell yourself you’re being crazy. That’s all it is. This isn’t real. It’s all in your head.

Sweating through my suit.

But when I get like this, I can’t tell what’s real and what’s not.

That’s why it’s called crazy.

People staring at me.

Did you remember your meds? I remembered my meds.

This is a hell of a way to live.
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Spartacus | October 2, 2007


The market has its own intelligence. It has a sort of malignant omniscience that dictates that the market will do whatever fucks over the most people at any given moment in time. It knows your positions, and it knows your fears. You are a sinner in the hands of an angry God, and your positions are going to pay. Like Santa Claus, sort of, except that the market doesn’t care who’s been naughty or nice; more often than not, naughty wins. The market cares who is the most exposed, who is the most out over his skis, and who has taken the most risk at any given moment. And once the market has ascertained the point of maximum pain, it will move, violently, in that direction, causing the greatest number of people to lose the most money.

It was moving that way for me today, having just been lifted on two million shares of IWM, an exchange-traded fund that tracks the fortunes of small capitalization stocks. The perpetrator this time was Spartacus, a monstrous hedge fund that managed billions of dollars in assets, run by only a dozen men and boys. Their trading desk consisted of a few Staten Island kids who had walked bass-ackward into a pot of gold, and was led by a Snidely Whiplash character, an evil genius Russian named Yevgeny. Yevgeny was rumored to have earned $50 million last year by picking off slowpoke retard ETF traders like me, hoovering money out of my P&L and into his in a brutal daily transfer of wealth.

Yevgeny didn’t give a damn that he was trading small cap stocks. He didn’t have an opinion as to whether small cap stocks would outperform large cap stocks on an economic basis. He was not making a strategic investment for the fund. For all he knew, he was trading May wheat. He cared about small cap only because it moved more than large cap; it was more volatile. And with greater volatility comes more opportunities to fuck people over. His trade was causing about $170 million to be rammed into two thousand tiny stocks, increasing the price of each of them by about .2 percent, getting two thousand CEOs momentarily excited for their companies’ prospects as they watched their tickers turn green on Yahoo! Finance—that is, until Yevgeny decided to turn around and sell.

This particular trade was already turning into a shit show, because when the fastidious, obsessive sales trader Andrew Duke quoted me, I thought I heard him ask for a price on one million shares. When the ticket arrived electronically on my screen, it read twice as much:

B IWM 2,000,000 SPRTC M048392049832

I knew I was in big trouble. I had lost $140,000 before I’d even printed the trade, given that the ETF had rallied several cents, and being short two million shares, I was losing $20,000 a tick. This was going to be an exercise in stuffing ten pounds of shit into a five-pound bag.

D.C. and I looked at each other. We had been working together long enough to be able to communicate by visual semaphore.

When I first met D.C., I didn’t like him. He was one of those perfect Ivy League mannequins, all J. Crew and hair helmet. He was also a Garden City guy. Garden City amounts to a massive Wall Street cult on Long Island, where any able-bodied male born within the city limits has a birthright to a job at a major investment bank. My disdain, at the beginning, was barely concealed. But D.C. was no ordinary cake eater. He was, literally, perhaps the best lacrosse player in the country. At five nine (generously) and 150 pounds, you wouldn’t figure him to be the world’s greatest athlete. He barely lifted weights and managed only the occasional run around Central Park. But he was, quite simply, the most coordinated human being on earth, and nearly ambidextrous at that. People who are gifted in one way are often gifted in others, and as a trader, D.C. was the silent assassin.

Once I began working with him in 2004, I liked him instantly. In addition to his physical gifts, he was the most competitive person I knew. I would occasionally tire of the Hundred Years’ War with the sales force. D.C. never backed down. He fought to make money on every single trade. And he was profoundly disappointed when he didn’t.

Perhaps the most interesting thing about D.C. was that he was exceedingly uninteresting. He had no deep, dark secrets, no skeletons in his closet, no illicit romances, no addictions, no nothing. It was impossible to believe that someone, especially in this business, could be that well adjusted. He was also a notoriously private person, so even if he was doing lines off a hooker’s fake tits at two in the morning in the W Hotel, I was never going to find out. In a way, his profound dullness made him just as much of a misfit as everyone else.

We were a great team: I had the raw smarts and the passion for finance, and he had the trading dexterity and the persistence. Occasionally, however, someone would sneak one past the goalie, and we would have to clean up the mess. This time, it was Spartacus, and this time, it was a million-dollar mess.

“Holy shit,” says D.C. I shrug. We’ll figure something out.

The market has its own chemistry, its own pressure. Traders, after enough time, learn to trade a market by feel. A trading floor is a room full of dogs, cats, and squirrels that can sense an oncoming storm. All morning, stocks had been like a manhole cover rattling around on the pavement, hinting at some imminent terrific explosion. When Yevgeny bought, the manhole cover shot up into the air.

I bought a million shares as fast and as sloppy as I could. Satisfied with my handiwork, I sat and trembled slightly as I watched IWM trade 20 cents above where I’d offered it. I lost $70,000 on the first million that I covered, and I was out $200,000 on the second million, which I hadn’t even touched yet. This is important, because I’d have to buy even more IWM in order to trade out of the dangerous position, and that would only make the losses worse. If you have one hundred thousand shares to buy, you’ll have to buy it at progressively higher prices to fill your order. The purchases you make at 10:30 drive up the cost of purchases you make at 10:35.

I was trying to restrain myself. The old me would have been pounding on the desk until I bruised the heels of my hand, and yelling, “Goddamn motherfuckers!” at the top of my lungs. But no matter what Spartacus or any of my other customers did, I was determined to act professionally and to not lose my cool. I had embarrassed myself one too many times with a hurricane of a temper tantrum on the trading floor, which was always followed up by an emotional hangover on the way home. The market, along with its malignant intelligence and chemistry, now had the new me: the cooler-than-the-other-side-of-the-pillow me, the future senior vice president and general sizeola Lehman Brothers trader.

I had two choices. I could hedge the trade now and lock in a sure $270,000 loss, which would destroy any profits we’d make for the rest of the day. Or I could wait to see what the market did and hope to buy back my IWM at a lower price later. The problem was, if I used a binomial tree to model each and every possible outcome, the likelihood of breaking even was less than one in twenty.

The probability was actually worse than that, given that it was Spartacus. The hedge fund was big enough and determined enough to push the market in their direction. When Spartacus bought, they didn’t buy just from one bank, they went around Wall Street and bought from everybody. I saw the prints going up.

09:52:02 IWM 1.0M 85.44 T

Only forty-two seconds later, another IWM transaction with another bank, and then another, each one driving the price higher …

09:52:44 IWM 2.0M 85.47 T
09:53:30 IWM 1.0M 85.55 T
09:54:11 IWM 2.0M 85.61 T

This is what we called “getting steamrolled” or “shitting on our print.” It meant that Spartacus had an order that was too large to give to a single counterparty, so they were splitting it up and spreading it around. It is good etiquette to give the entire order to one broker and let him work it over time to get the best price. It is bad etiquette to spray the street with your order flow like that—bad enough behavior to get you cut off from most places—but Spartacus denied it every time. They lied about their trades, even when there was a gargantuan pile of evidence against them. They were bad guys.

I turned to D.C., whom I always consulted in times of stress. “What do you think?” I asked him. He shook his head solemnly. This was out of his realm of experience, taking a $250K hickey before a trade was even half over.

“Okay,” I said to the speechless D.C., “I think Spartacus is trying to bully this market higher, and I think it’s going to run out of gas. No way am I buying back these IWMs—not until they get back to scratch.”

When I am in a losing trade, my body undergoes a physiological reaction. I cannot leave my seat; I feel chained to it. I hunch over my desk, staring at the screen, watching the chart go higher, tick for tick. I don’t really sweat, but I do tremble with fear and rage. I curse my life, and I hate myself in spite of the hundreds of thousands of dollars that I make. I am sick of being the doormat for all these arrogant hedge fund punks. I want to choke the living shit out of the sales trader that brought in the trade. I desperately need a drink. I feel the urge to verbally destroy the first person that talks to me. I start to think that torture is too good for some people. I hate everything and everybody, I see nothing but darkness, and the only thing that makes me feel better is even more hate; a higher, more cynical form of revulsion.

I watched the P&L on my GPM, the software which gave me a realtime view of my P&L: ($330,000). ($375,000). ($420,000). This is getting ridiculous. Am I just being stubborn? Or do I have a rational explanation for why I think the market is suddenly going to reverse in my direction? I can’t lock in a $420,000 loss. It can’t possibly get worse.

It gets worse. The market rallies more: ($610,000). ($700,000).

I had lost $700,000, and I hadn’t touched a share of the stock.

D.C. looked at me. “This is a disaster,” he said. “Yes,” I agreed, but I was frozen in my hunched-over position, staring at the chart, and I couldn’t manage to say much else. I felt like I’d swallowed a medicine ball.

It’s one thing to get run over on a trade. It’s another thing altogether to get run over for a whole percent in fifteen minutes. It’s unlikely for even entire asset classes—stocks or bonds as a collective entity—to move a percent in fifteen minutes. Such is Spartacus. You can’t just take the other side of their trades; you have to buy with. Once their trades start hitting the tape, every little weasel watching sees the prints and the price action and starts pushing it higher.

Then something miraculous happened. The market stopped going up. It began to consolidate. It seemed like it wanted to go higher, but it couldn’t. It was possible that Spartacus had bullied the market one too many times.

IWM started to trade lower. And lower. Now, the first instinct a trader has when he’s lost $700,000 is to close out the trade at down $600,000 and declare victory. I repeated to D.C., “I am not buying back a share of this thing until it gets back to unch.”

Now, unch, short for “unchanged,” is kind of an arbitrary level to aim for. Behaviorists, like the Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman, believe that markets are driven by decision theory and information biases, and they call this “anchoring.” Nobody likes to lose money on a trade, so they’ll risk losing even more—an infinite amount—just to break even. It makes no sense to choose the price at which you got lifted as an anchoring point; in fact, it’s completely arbitrary. But this is what I was doing, and I knew it. I was ashamed of myself, but I was tired of losing money to these bastards, and I was going to break even on a trade if it killed me.

The P&L started to move my way: ($550,000). ($490,000). ($425,000). I began to ease the death grip on my mouse. I sat back in my chair a little bit. My neck muscles began to relax.

In some areas of the financial markets, it’s possible for both the buyer and the seller to make money on a trade. That may seem counterintuitive, but it happens quite a bit. In ETFs, however, it’s a zero-sum game. Stock goes up, buyer wins, seller loses. Stock goes down, seller wins, buyer loses. It turned my customers, even the friendly ones, into my enemies.

Every day I went to work and went to war with Spartacus. It was a war we could not win; most of the time we got run over on their trades, and if we ever made money on a trade, Spartacus would demand a price improvement, threatening to pull their business if we didn’t acquiesce. Heads I win, tails you lose. All I could do was try to minimize the damage. The fund had paid us $6 million in commissions this year, and we had lost all of it and then some; we found ourselves trying to use other customers to subsidize Spartacus’s losing business. I wanted them to just go away.

Andrew Duke didn’t want them to go away. He was the sales trader who had the unpleasant task of covering Spartacus within his larger book of bastards. He was a human shield. Tall and competent, Duke had worked his way up from being an “admin,” a glorified secretary, into a sales role. He was grumpy, and deeply cynical, like me. I liked him. But we were not friends. Wall Street had made us enemies.

Duke was compensated based on how much his customers traded with the firm. Whether they traded stock, ETFs, or options, his customers paid commissions. The more his customers traded, the more Duke got paid. Duke didn’t want Spartacus to go away. He wanted them to keep trading, even if it meant that, on balance, Lehman Brothers lost money to them. I was compensated by the profit and loss of my cozy little ETF desk, and I had no interest in losing money. It didn’t matter how much I complained to Duke that Spartacus was a loser—he was going to keep picking up the phone anyway.

Duke looked over at me. We made eye contact. He looked away. Duke knew that we’d gotten hosed on the trade, and he didn’t particularly want to have a conversation about it.

Meanwhile, IWM continued to fall. I started to jiggle my legs, which is what I did when I was happy. We were close to breaking even on the trade.

Enough is enough. I had a million shares to buy, and I started to bid, 100,000 shares at a time, in penny increments. Figure bid for a hundred. Ninety-nine bid for a hundred. Ninety-eight bid for a hundred. The market continued to fall. Come to Butt-head. I beckoned.

I finished buying stock. I looked up at GPM: ($70,000). We received $60,000 in commissions on the trade, so I had lost $10,000, which was essentially breaking even.

I high-fived D.C., which was sad, because we were high-fiving each other about losing money. I then walked over to Duke and stood behind him.

“How bad was it?” he asked.

“Take a guess.”

Duke winced. “I can’t even imagine,” he said. “Sorry about the mix-up, but I thought I pretty clearly said two million—”

“We lost ten grand,” I stated flatly.

Duke stood up and held out a hand. “Now, that is some trading. No way I would have been able to stay short that long.”

“Guess that’s why they pay me the big bucks.” In all honesty, Duke probably got paid more than me just to pick up the phone.

But I had gutted out a near seven-figure loss and made it all the way back to scratch, staring down one of the biggest hedge funds on the street. If trading had a hall of fame, I would be in it for that trade alone.

I got up from my desk. I had to hang a whizz—I’d swallowed down a giant coffee and been glued to the screens, white-knuckling the IWM trade for the better part of the morning. I walked down the aisle of salespeople and looked over their shoulders at their screens. A few had ESPN.com up. Takeareport.com. One girl was shopping for shoes.

Lazy. As I opened the door to the men’s room, I thought about how much money we could all make if people put in an eight-hour day. Here was a group of highly intelligent, highly educated people, with all the resources, all the information, all the market data in the world, all the tools and the talent necessary to suck money out of the market, and people chose to spend their days shoe shopping. Theories on market efficiency had killed people’s work ethic. If you can’t beat the market, then why try? But you can win, I thought. The market can be beaten. And here you had people sitting there dicking the dog and waiting for the phone to ring. How about making outgoing calls? How about looking up a list of institutions and cold-calling accounts? How about doing some technical analysis? How about coming up with some trade ideas to send to clients? This was the most passive, spoiled, unmotivated group of motherfuckers I had ever come into contact with.

I stepped up to the urinal. At that moment, I was hung like a seahorse. Risk kills libido. The reason hedge fund traders hang around clubs for “models and bottles” is because it is a substitution effect for their sex drive, which evaporates when exposed to huge amounts of risk on a daily basis. I was like a neutered cat. Most weeks, I would forget to whack off. I didn’t even have any blood flow. I was worried about atrophy. Christ.

Back on the trading floor, the buzz from earlier that morning had died down. The sun was starting to come through the windows facing Seventh Avenue. Analysts were starting to compile lunch runs. Trading, like sailing, is 95 percent boredom and 5 percent sheer terror. Activity comes in spurts, and most of it happens in the first hour after the open. There is a perception that it gets busy around the close, but it really doesn’t. Dozens of traders were milling about the floor, each one making at least a million bucks, and they were getting paid for about a half hour of work.

Before I even sat back down at my desk, I could tell from the pinched look on D.C.’s face that we had been picked off once again. I didn’t even have to ask—Spartacus. D.C. pointed at a chart of XLE on his screen, the energy ETF. It looked like a monstrous priapism.

Goddamnit. I looked at the CTI. Sure enough, there was a buy ticket for 500,000 XLE. I looked at the quote monitor—there were three other orders being printed outside of Lehman. Normally, when the market moves one direction, stocks are generally correlated; that is, they all tend to move in the same direction. Right then, energy stocks were moving up while the rest of the stock market was going down. Spartacus had a knack for being long the one sector that was going up or being short the one sector that was going down. Either they were astute investors, or they were using predatory trading techniques to force the market their way. Either way, it was impossible to trade with someone who was always right.

The more I thought about it, the angrier I became. The vast majority of our customers were good citizens, and we had one assface that was fucking things up for everybody. I spent hours trying to trade proprietarily to make a little extra scratch, and these guys would put mustard on it and eat it. And there was an additional cost, too: the time and psychic energy we spent managing Spartacus’s bombs was time that we could have spent actively trading on our own behalf. The time I spent that morning staring at IWM, I could have spent looking for a spot to get short the market; D.C. and I might have been able to share a high five that actually meant something.

“Duke!” I yelled. He looked at me. “What the fuck? Didn’t I just talk to you about this?” He shrugged. It was useless yelling at him; he was just the order taker, the conduit, the traffic cop.

“Fucking piece of shit! Motherfucker!” People were beginning to pay attention to us, waiting for another famous Dillian blowup. I wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction. I was a new man. No more hothead Dillian. I was Buddhist Dillian.

Marty, my boss, turns around from his robot wars with the futures and asks me what’s going on. Marty can’t stop trading. He looks like Tom Hulce playing Mozart in Amadeus, who can’t stop composing music, turning green while thinking up the Requiem on his deathbed.

“Fucking Spartacus again. They blew our heads off on IWM this morning, and they’re doing it again on XLE. Look. Whole market selling off, XLE in our face.”

“Trades going up outside of us, as always,” adds D.C.

Marty puts on his sober manager hat. “Have you talked to Duke yet?”

“Talk to him? I talk to him all the time! He can’t do anything about it. This is a bigger issue than Duke. This needs to go all the way up to the Snake. Or higher.”

Marty is pursing his lips, preparing to speak the truth. “You can’t have that conversation, because on the structured flow side, they’ve been buying worst-of call options like they’re going to the electric chair, and we’ve been printing money off the business. We’re making a lot more money in worst-ofs than you’re losing in ETFs.”

This was a familiar theme. ETFs are intended to be the loss leader. The missile sponge. We are supposed to give away capital for free so that people will trade sexier products with more edge. On the football team of trading, we are the left tackle. No glorious touchdown passes for us, just the daily grind at the line of scrimmage, and an unimpressive high-six-figure salary to go with it.

So we were stuck with Spartacus. It was like having the ugly stripper follow you around and sit in your lap all night. You can’t exactly tell her to go away without causing a scene.

The more I thought about it, the more depressed I became. I went into trading to become a rock star, to make triple-digit returns, to become fantastically wealthy, and to be the envy of the financial community. What I was, in effect, was one of the snails that cleaned the fish tank of the financial markets. I spent most of my time playing defense, trying to prevent disasters while making tiny amounts of money on the margins. I was a janitor. And here we all were, with our Ivy League educations and our social class and our pedigrees and our friends, and we were all in one big room on a daily basis pissing into the wind. The number of people who were true financial decision makers on Wall Street was frighteningly small. The Soroses, the Falcones, the Paulsons—there were only a handful of people that truly influenced financial markets. I was not one of them. And I was never going to be one of them.

What made it worse was that the sell-side trader was held in such low regard. We were all considered to be whores, basically; but beyond that, even the cash equities trader or the credit default swap trader garnered some respect. They were experts on individual companies: they knew and understood their stories of success or failure, were intimately familiar with sector trends, and had a near monopoly on investment flows. They were in high demand from the buy-side community because every buy-side trader wanted to pick their brains on who was long, who was short, and what they thought stock XYZ was going to do. Conversely, nobody wanted to talk to an ETF trader. An ETF trader was not an expert on individual stocks; he was an expert on liquidity. He was an expert on decidedly unsexy liquidity. He had the brains and the tools of a program trader and the dirtbag customers of an options trader. He was a wannabe, a nobody, an orphan.

I am never going anywhere in this organization. ETFs fell under volatility trading. The next logical promotion I could get would be head of volatility. But an ETF trader can’t become head of volatility; that’s like having a paralegal get nominated for the Supreme Court. I was condemned to a life of mediocrity.

I hate my job.

Duke yelled over to us. “A million SPYs, how?”

He was asking for a two-way market on a million shares of SPY, the S&P (Standard & Poor’s) 500 exchange-traded fund. It was for Spartacus. Again. Ugly stripper. I was supposed to show him a price where he could sell one million SPYs, and a price where he could buy one million SPYs, his choice. This was a reasonably big trade, about $135 million.

D.C. fielded the trade. “Twenty-eight at thirty-two!” D.C. was telling him he could sell them at twenty-eight cents or buy them at thirty-two. The “big number,” or the “handle,” was not relevant to making a market, whether it was $135.32 or $136.32.

“Sold!” yelled Duke.

Simultaneously, the market lurched lower. The price was now $136.20, before we even had a chance to hedge. Like that, $80,000 just disappeared.

What the fuck.

I snapped.

I grabbed a tape dispenser, lifted it high above my head, and slammed it into the desk with all my might.

“I’m gonna have his BALLS IN A JAR!” I yelled at Duke at the top of my lungs. Except, all anybody heard was “BALLS IN A JAR!”

Silence.

An undercurrent of “ballsinajarwhat’sthatsupposedtomeanidon’tknowpret tyfunnyballsinajar” spreads across the floor.

Meanwhile, a cloud of dust settled around me. The tape dispenser had been filled with sand for weight. There was sand all over my suit, in my hair, on my glasses, my keyboard, my turret, and everywhere else. There was also a pool of blood forming on the desk, mixed in with the sand, where the serrated edge of the tape dispenser had nearly sliced off my pinky finger. I was standing there, trembling with rage, covered in blood and sand, all over having failed to prevent an $80,000 loss.

Now, $80,000 may sound like a lot. But what I didn’t know was that the mortgage desk had risk several orders of magnitude larger. I didn’t know that the leveraged loan book was big and toxic. I didn’t know that Lehman’s real estate portfolio was absolutely pornographic. There were assholes on every floor in the building who’d built up massive Captain Jack positions that they were unable to liquidate, and they were pissing money into the street. Our leaders were completely ignorant of the last eighty years of financial history, seemingly unaware of the fact that markets go through cycles of boom and bust, and that twenty-five years of credit expansion had led the financial markets to the edge of disaster.

I might have been able to save $80,000, but I wasn’t going to be able to save Lehman.
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Drive | September 11, 2001


In all the time I’d spent staring at the World Trade Center, not once had I imagined what it would look like on fire.

I don’t see well at night when I’m not wearing my glasses. I was driving, and where we were, there were no streetlights. The George Washington Bridge was closed, as well as the Tappan Zee. We were headed to Bear Mountain, the only other place to make a Hudson River crossing.

We were going to visit my mother. We didn’t know for how long—hopefully, no more than a couple of days. Within a week, I thought, this would all be sorted out, and I could get back to work. Our associate class at Lehman Brothers was in the middle of rotations, the process where new associates find out which trading desk they’re going to work on, and that day, I was supposed to have met with the corporate bond traders. I’d been nervous about it—very nervous—because they had the only viable trading job being offered to the entire class.

Competition was going to be fierce. Already I knew I was going to have to fight off at least ten other guys for the seat. And I had very little competitive advantage. I didn’t know anything about credit. Other people did. It was a long shot.

My wife was with me, and the cat. Both were quiet. There wasn’t a lot to say. It had been a profoundly shitty day. Hours earlier, I had volunteered at the police department to help the people coming back from the city. I stood at the ferry terminal and handed out towels. I expected them to be grateful. I expected them to be relieved. Instead they were angry. They were furious. They took the towels, scowling, without looking at me.

The Bear Mountain Bridge, I would eventually learn, stands next to Bear Mountain State Park, which has a zoo, of sorts, and lots of grass for tossing around a Frisbee. Years later, I would hike through the park and over the bridge, along the Appalachian Trail. There were signs posted along the footpath, with free telephones, talking you out of jumping, persuading you not to commit suicide. Don’t jump. At the time, I had no intention of jumping.

I was relying on my wife for directions. This was a new route for me. Usually we took the George Washington, then went north up the Saw Mill River Parkway, then east on the Cross County Parkway, then north up the Hutchinson River Parkway, which merged into the Merritt Parkway, which was how we avoided the traffic on I-95. The Bear Mountain detour was taking us well out of our way. I’d thought we would get there by midnight, but now it was looking like two at the earliest.

This wasn’t really what I had in mind when I gave up my Coast Guard job to come to Wall Street. On a recruiting trip the year before, I’d happened upon one of the street vendors selling New York City souvenirs to unsuspecting tourists. There were hundreds of these street vendors all doing the same thing around the city, but this particular street vendor was mine. He was selling photographs of both the World Trade Center and the World Financial Center. I bought a portrait of the towers that had been taken from the street, looking up at their vastness, with wispy clouds in the background, and another of the World Financial Center, with the twin towers in the background, taken from the middle of the Hudson River on a clear day. I took them home and hung them in my living room as a testament to the possible, so that I would be reminded on a daily basis of the superiority of American capitalism. There is where I am going to work, in those important buildings with all those people and all that money. You people think too small. I am going to work with people who think big.

I spent a few years of my childhood living on Governors Island, and I could see the twin towers out the front window of our apartment. I’d spent my childhood worshipping them. I used to wonder what kind of industry or commerce was going on that could possibly employ enough people to fill up those two massive structures. Over time, I learned that things of great consequence happened in those buildings, and that playing cops and robbers on the high seas was of piddling importance compared to the amount of capital being moved through the towers every single day. The people who worked in those buildings were the most important people that you had never heard of, and they paid more taxes in one year than most people managed to save in a lifetime. I learned that the World Trade Center was the center of the financial universe, that I had grown up right across the street from it without really understanding what it meant, and that it was my destiny to experience it.

My father was a Coast Guard aviator, and my mother, a teacher and substance abuse counselor. They were unhappily married and would divorce when I was seven, and my memories from that particular period in time are not pleasant. But I was attending one of the most prestigious private schools in the city, which let me skip grades in my course work, and to live in New York at even the age of six or seven is to learn that anything is possible.

After the divorce, I moved to an unfortunate town in southeastern Connecticut with my mother, and I navigated school-yard politics poorly. I was the class nerd, and I was bullied a little, and I struggled with weight—although by today’s standards, I was downright slender. And it is difficult to be the smart kid in the class, the musician, picked third to last for kickball teams, in an anti-intellectual rural school, but I managed.

Ever since I was a child, I have been fiercely competitive. I lack natural athletic ability, but I try harder than everyone else. I run out grounders. I dive for balls. If I try something, anything, whether it is a spelling bee, or a marching band competition, or a wrestling match, I will win. That didn’t carry over to academics, though. In college I would be a solid B student; not because I got B’s, but because I would typically get all A’s and an F. I made a conscious decision that I would rather get an F than a B, because to get a B meant that you had tried and failed, and an F meant you didn’t even try, so nobody would know if you’d failed or not. So I spent an equal amount of time on dean’s list as I did on academic probation.

It turned out that finance was full of people like me; people who were exceptionally good at standardized tests (I may not know the right answer, but I can pick it out of a lineup); people who didn’t care so much about jumping through all these stupid hoops to get straight A’s. If they did, they did without trying. Finance attracts people like that because, as a trader, it doesn’t matter if you show up on time for class or take notes or kiss ass, as long as you are making money, because that is the only thing that is important. And making money isn’t a function of work, it is a function of intelligence.

There was no history of ardent capitalism in my family. On both sides of my family, it was mostly public servants.

I went to the Coast Guard Academy because I saw my dad’s yearbook. These cadets looked like supermen. Washboard abs, doing push-ups, picking up girls in Europe while on the Coast Guard Training cutter Eagle, smiling, sunburned—they had it all. I guess I wanted to be masculine more than anything. That was an incredibly bad reason to go there. I hadn’t realized until my first week of swab summer that I would actually someday have to go to sea.

I was restless in the Coast Guard. It was anti-intellectual, and I felt like my brain was atrophying. I was also uncomfortable with the rewards system that the service had set up: pretty much everyone was promoted on schedule as long as you didn’t screw up, and everyone pretty much got the same medals and awards. It was difficult to distinguish yourself. How you distinguished yourself was through politics—getting the choice billets, managing your career—and I didn’t have any appetite for that.

Supposedly, when I was in the military, I was in harm’s way. I guessed that I had done dangerous things. I had carried a gun. With my gun, a standard-issue nine millimeter, I had boarded vessels looking for drugs, and found none. The probability of something bad happening was infinitesimally small—a shot hadn’t been fired in anger in the service for years. But I was one of the loyal German shepherds: the highly trained individuals with short haircuts who worked to make the country safe. Then I had decided that making money was more important. Now look what happened.

Earlier that day, I had been outside the World Financial Center, across the street from the World Trade Center, reading the newspaper. Actually, I was studying the newspaper, trying to memorize what was going on in the markets. After six weeks of Lehman Brothers training classes on bond mathematics and option volatility, and a lot of cocktail parties with Miller Lites and chicken on a stick, the rotation period had arrived. It’s a mating dance, and it’s as much about personality as it is about ability; nearly everyone who has been hired, by that point, is competent. Rotations were about making sure that you picked someone you wanted to sit next to for five years, whose personal habits you’d come to understand with a shocking level of intimacy: how they acted out when they lost money, how they smelled when they were hungover, and how they tried to conceal their personal conversations. The rotations were about fit. To me, fit was an elusive concept. I wasn’t one of the countless Ivy League resumes. I was not a lacrosse player. I had an unusual background, and I was going to stick out like a—well, like a poor kid at Lehman Brothers.

I’d picked an assortment of desks where I wanted to interview—really, anything with a trading job—and the desks had gone through a gargantuan pile of resumes and picked out the candidates that they wanted to interview. I received all five of my picks and nobody else, which meant that there was zero demand for my services among the business units. They were bastards, anyway. But I had only five rotations, while some of my classmates had twelve or thirteen. Frankly, I was a little hurt, but not surprised. I might as well have graduated from Okeechobee Swamp Community College. Nobody had heard of the Coast Guard Academy, nobody knew what it was or that it was one of the most selective schools in the country, and nobody really cared that I had just put myself through grad school at night while working two jobs. But I was here to tell my story. I was here to tell the corporate bond traders that I was an animal, that I could function for days without sleep, that I had a near limitless capacity for hard work, that I could hustle, and that I could brute-force my way into making money even if I didn’t possess the proper credentials. At Lehman, this should have been an easy argument. The firm was known for its scrappiness. What I didn’t know was that the firm was also known for its elitism.

I had spent the better part of the week cramming my head full of facts on credit, but, realistically, I wasn’t going to become an expert in only six or seven days. And while I knew the basics about corporate bonds, I knew very little about how the market was changing, how credit default swaps were just beginning to gain in popularity, and I knew next to nothing about CDOs (collateralized debt obligations), synthetic CDOs, or any of the other structured credit products. I didn’t know anything about correlation trading. I didn’t know anything about the indices. When the credit folks came down to talk to the associate class, I didn’t understand a word they said—I understood only that they were hiring precisely one trader and that I wanted that trader to be me. The old fierce determination to win was coming back. I was going to get this job.

At least until the building caught on fire. In case you were wondering what happens when somebody yells “Bomb!” after a loud explosion, let me tell you. People start running around in circles. That’s what I did; I dropped my coffee and started to run. First I ran south, then I ran east, then I ran west. I was in the middle of a cloud of overpaid, free fucking electrons, at the marina outside the World Financial Center. Then I noticed that other people were looking up. So I looked up too.

I was annoyed. I was supposed to come into Lehman Brothers and get this job. Now the goddamn World Trade Center was on fire. What the fuck.

I listened to the crowd around me. Some people were talking about a plane. Had a plane done this? I wondered if some jackass with one too many Bloody Marys in his system, and maybe a death wish, had decided to take a swan dive into the fucking twin towers. It seemed highly improbable, a one-in-a-trillion shot. Pilot error doesn’t get you to T-bone the World Trade Center. If someone did this, it was a suicide job.

That’s a big fire.

The fire was burning out an entire floor, a few floors down from the top, and was now spreading higher. This was all happening relatively quickly. It occurred to me that more than a few people had died, or were dying in there. This was kind of serious. Who knows if they will still have rotations? I figured they still might, considering that it was just some little Cessna that had crashed into the building. I had a contact number for the credit desk, but I didn’t have a cell phone. I had to go inside.

What I didn’t realize was that even though the markets hadn’t opened yet, they were reacting: futures on stock indices trade around the clock. When the plane hit, the futures dipped, then gyrated. As a trader, I would learn that liquidity disappears when the market receives news that it doesn’t understand. Nobody wants to trade. Bids and offers vanish. There were those who thought that the collision was just a fluke, and they were buying. There were those who were convinced that it was something more sinister, and they were selling. Furthermore, stocks open later than just about everything else. Bond traders get in to work earlier than the equities guys, and their markets were already open. Everything was going nuts. If you want to know when something important in the world happens, don’t watch the news, watch the markets. Even if I had gone inside to talk to my interviewers, they wouldn’t have been in a position to speak with me. They were really, really busy.

That fire is getting bigger.

I walked back to the table where I’d been sitting, picked my coffee cup off the ground, and took a gulp. I began to pack my things. I was going to find my point of contact and make sure that this interview was still on.

A gasp went up from the crowd. Somebody jumped.

I looked up. I’d missed it. This was serious now. People were getting hurt, and here I was, an able-bodied twenty-seven-year-old male, freshly out of the military, about to walk past a disaster on his way to a meaningless interview. I resolved to help out. I swallowed the rest of my coffee, threw away my newspaper, and jogged toward the World Trade Center.

There was a group of men standing on the northwest corner and a group of women sitting on the sidewalk at the southwest corner of an intersection a block away from Two World Trade Center. There was a solitary policeman, telling people to move back. He looked like he was shitting his pants. They were all looking up.

I looked up too. I didn’t like what I saw.

The signs on the Bear Mountain Bridge footpath read: “Life is worth living.” Is it? What if you are about to be burned to death? What if you have to choose between being consumed by flames and a few seconds of terror, then nothing? Signs on bridges don’t cover every scenario. In some cases, it is acceptable to jump.

As I drove toward the Hudson, I tried not to think about the things that I’d seen. But there was one image that I couldn’t get out of my mind: the image of the second plane crashing into the second World Trade tower right over my head, exploding into a big, red fireball. God, was it red. I tapped the brakes and felt a pain in my shins. I’d sprinted away from the building at full speed, in dress shoes, and my feet, my shins, and my calves were still on fire. It was the fastest I had ever run.

The Bear Mountain Bridge is the lowest point along the entire Appalachian Trail.

I remembered running toward the water. I didn’t want to stand next to any buildings. It was clear by that point that we were under attack. I listened to the crowd. Some people had heard about an attack on the Pentagon too. I thought about jumping in the river. Safer there, maybe. But I made my way to the ferry to get home. Some people were still showing their IDs. They were trying to find comfort in simple routines.

On the top level of the ferry, I saw a familiar face. A convertible bond salesman. I couldn’t remember his name.

“You hear about Cantor Fitzgerald?” he asked me.

I shook my head. I didn’t know who that was.

“They were on the top floors of the first building. Their phone lines were open. You could hear them screaming.”

I wondered when I would get back to work.

It all depended on how the buildings collapsed. Our headquarters was right across the street. Was Lehman Brothers dead? Was I still going to have a job? Did I leave the military for nothing? Was this all a huge mistake?

My wife had heard about the attack, but there was no way for her to get ahold of me. She’d walked down to the water to look at the burning buildings and imagined the worst. When she returned home, there was a message from some unknown guy on the answering machine. It said, “I’m sorry to tell you that—well, that... fuck it.”

She thought I was dead.

I drove. I drove away from my job, my new apartment, and my new life. I drove back home, to my childhood. The next day, in search of a connection, I would materialize on my high school campus, talking to teachers, talking to students, telling them my story.

I rolled down the windows in the car. I was a survivor, I thought. I was going to make it.

Just keep driving.
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Vice Asshole | Fall 2001


I’m a fucking security guard. Doop dee doo.

The one thing I learned about investment banks in the fall of 2001 was that they exist nowhere. The physical space they occupy is irrelevant. Sure, they’re headquartered in fancy buildings with lobbies carved out of Italian marble and exotic Russian women acting as corporate security. Sure, they house thousands of souped-up desktop computers, real atom splitters, and tens of thousands of flat-panel monitors. There are stacks of prospectuses, there are trade tickets, there are Lucite deal toys, but none of these gadgets turns a street address into an investment bank. An investment bank is people. The real assets of the firm walk out the front door at the end of the day.

If the plane had flown eight hundred feet to the west, we would have been like Cantor Fitzgerald: literally nothing left. But while it was heartbreaking, devastating, and, above all, infuriating to lose our world headquarters—and more importantly, our brand-new trading floor—to a pickup basketball team of pusillanimous peckerheads, in the end, it was a nyah-nyah-nyah moment because the surviving employees (one had been killed) could simply board rubber rafts and row across the Hudson River to our offices in Jersey City. In many ways, we were lucky.

There was still plenty of work to be done, though. The backup facility, 101 Hudson Street, was the tallest building in town at the time, but it was little more than office space, occupied by an abandoned colony of information technology geeks. To house Lehman’s trading floor, it had to be outfitted with the fastest, biggest networking cable imaginable. And it had to be done fast. Guys wearing shirts that were any color other than white worked around the clock to make it happen.

There were aesthetic improvements that needed to be made as well. The room had been one giant cube farm. Dudes with hacksaws came in and sawed the shit out of the cubicles, lopping off the top halves to create something of a vista across the makeshift trading floor. You can’t have prairie dogs peeking over the tops of their cubicles to buy and sell. Computers were hauled in, though people were going to have to make do with only one or two monitors instead of the usual three, four, or five. The primitive telephones (practically rotary dial) had to be replaced with the ubiquitous trading turret, a state-of-the-art contrivance that houses hundreds of phone lines to exchanges, clients, and other traders within the firm.

They did not, unfortunately, improve the shitters. At eight thirty in the morning, there was already a full house—long lines of uncomfortable men gripping the New York Post, waiting for the can.

I was a spectator to all this. Actually, I wasn’t even a spectator. I was sitting at home, drawing a paycheck, which I found bewildering after spending so many years getting paid virtually nothing to bust my ass. Because there was room for only so many MBAs in the new (but really old) building, our associate class was instructed to stay home and wait for further instructions. In the meantime, we were getting paid a lot of money to wait. I spent my time sleeping (twelve hours a day), drinking (thirty-two-ounce plastic cups full of Jack and Coke), and rolling up the windows whenever I drove by Newark International Airport. (I no longer liked the sound that airplanes made.)

And I went surfing. Boogie boarding, rather. With Dave Lane.

Dave and I were fast friends. This means little, because Dave was fast friends with everyone. Then again, I was fast friends with approximately no one, so maybe it meant a lot. Dave was an expansive personality, a gregarious WASP whose meager resume (started and failed at his own business, MBA from a top school, no GMAT scores) said more about him than an impressive one ever could have. Dave knew, or at least appeared to know, that he was the rising star in our associate class—the guidon bearer, the unofficial leader—and he was ready to bleed Lehman green, without feeling compelled to list some trivial accomplishments on a piece of paper. He wore the right things in the right way (crisp shirts and pressed slacks), and he said the right things (always speaking clearly, smiling, displaying an impressive vocabulary) without trying very hard. When he used his cell phone, he held the mouthpiece up to his face, with the other end pointing toward the sky, saying things like “you fucking guy.” This was to show that he was talking and not listening. He was an easy person to get to know, and a very difficult person to get to know well. Most people reserve a corner of themselves, keeping it hidden from view, for privacy’s sake. For all his extroversion, Dave hid more than most.

So we went surfing. I was flattered that he asked.

He picked me up in his Jeep, and off we went to the Jersey Shore—a real beach town, a surfer town, on a cloudy day in October. The Garden State Parkway was sparsely populated. There were very few people out by the water, and the ones that were there had long hair, hard, knotted deltoid muscles, and wet suits. The air was heavy with the potential for rain. Dave had a long board, a short board, a wet suit, a surf shirt, an extra wet suit, an extra surf shirt, a dog (which he’d left at home), wax, surf shoes, and three pairs of sunglasses, not including the ones he would eventually buy at the surf shop. I had a boogie board, $30, and my bad self.

I had always been too clumsy to surf. I had also been too clumsy to play on monkey bars, climb trees, navigate an obstacle course, and do backflips off a diving board. I kept the training wheels on my bicycle for a long time. I was a cautious child who had grown into a cautious adult. I would never ride a motorcycle or go bungee jumping or skydiving. I would work on a trading floor, develop a soft abdomen, and avoid physical contact with others.

We spent the afternoon bobbing around on our boards beyond the break as the sun tried and failed to burn through the gray clouds. A light rain appeared and spattered the water around us. When you are surfing, I discovered, you don’t care if you get any more wet. You are as wet as wet can be. We talked about credit spreads: “Do you think that Wal-Mart paper could ever trade inside of US Treasuries?” I asked. He called me a zucchini. We talked about our jobs: “Do you think there are going to be layoffs?” I asked. He called me a baboon. I wondered which desk I would end up on. Dave already knew. I wondered if there would be another terrorist attack. Dave had no idea. I felt like the yippy Chihuahua in orbit around Spike the Bulldog in the Hanna-Barbera cartoon. I didn’t mind. I was happy to have a friend. I went home and had a king-size Jack and Coke and slept for twelve hours, then woke the next day, trying not to think about my job or 9/11 or anything else.

There was a group beginning to coalesce around Dave Lane, and I was proud to be a part of it. Things came easy for us. It was becoming clear that the associate class was splitting in two: those that were able and those that were unable. There were athletes and nonathletes. I was, for once in my life, hanging out with the cool kids.

We went out to dinner once, my whole crew of newfound friends and I, at Churrascaria Plataforma. I was unfamiliar with the concept of a Brazilian meat bonanza. Red means stop, green means go. Someone ordered fruity, fizzy, unpronounceable drinks. Mine was small. Dave Lane was at the head of the table, of course, where he pointed his fingers in the air and did a little birthday dance. Brad Young was there, a geology PhD who had left the cozy but political world of academics for the pursuit of filthy mammon. He was tall, blond, and handsome, and alternated between brilliance and absentmindedness. He showed up forty-five minutes late, as was his custom. Adam Cohen arrived on time, along with his limp; I learned later that he had lost a leg to cancer at the age of nine. His impassioned knowledge of sports, particularly 1980s baseball, was pretty impressive; he was a younger version of Howard Cosell. Chris Vincent, a sunny Californian and metrosexual of questionable orientation had come, as had Wilson James, a grizzled thirtysomething who tended to speak in streams of consciousness, and who was the only one of us mature enough to have children. There were girls too; a skinny, nervous former accountant and an earnest, affectionate Eastern European who we referred to as the Romanian Nightmare.

It would be the most expensive dinner of my life. Dave ordered every appetizer in sight and several bottles of wine, taking out his cell phone occasionally to yell “you fucking guy” into the mouthpiece while smiling. When Adam cleaned his plate four times in succession, Dave Lane announced to the group that he had a hollow leg. I was worried about money, but nobody else looked terribly concerned—they seemed to have a limitless capacity for financial pain. I tried to remember that I’d walked away from my $45,000 of military pay into a job that paid me $85,000 a year, plus a $25,000 signing bonus, plus a $10,000 relocation bonus, plus a $30,000 year-end guaranteed bonus. But these other kids had grown up in the rich suburbs of New York and Chicago and thought nothing of dropping $100 on dinner. I had been raised by my divorced mother on $10,000 a year. I could have lived for two weeks on $100. I ordered another $10 fizzy thing.

We went drinking, a lot, back then. There was nothing quite so enjoyable in those post-9/11 times as a stiff Jack and Coke, particularly the first one. The first one I would drink in the daytime, in a dark bar where the sunlight intruded, preferably in a highball glass the size of a fifty-five-gallon drum, and it would be so strong that my facial muscles would contract upon tasting it—squinting, grimacing—until I finally swallowed the whole thing down. The second one would be easier. For me, after the third, all the worries about getting laid off would melt away, all the memories of watching people die would disappear, I would get warm, my muscles would expand, and I would start to talk faster and faster instead of standing on the outside of the group, lurking, sulking. For a night, I would stop being the poor kid, the knuckle-dragging ex-military guy. I could talk anyone out of his or her shoes.

Sometimes things would get out of hand. I threw pennies at Dave Lane until he punched me in the head. I body-slammed Chris Vincent on the sidewalk after getting shooed out of a gay bar. I was asked to leave Hogs & Heifers after getting a little too revved up.

It is hard to get too revved up in Hogs & Heifers.

But there we were, throwing back shots and slamming the glasses down on the bar, which was cracked and splintered from too much dancing and being set on fire too many times. Hogs & Heifers, you see, is a biker bar, tamed in a New York way for Wall Street cake eaters like me. If you show up at the door wearing a tie, they cut it off. There were pool tables, if you wanted to play pool with a three-hundred-pounder sporting a ZZ Top beard, and there were female bartenders wearing tank tops who pounded shots right along with you, girls who never seemed to get drunk, who got more and more aggressive, who could pour drinks all night and dance on the bar and shout at people and then take you home and maul you while you watched amateur porn on her ten-year-old television set in a apartment filled with beer bottles and ashtrays and a glass coffee table dusted with cocaine. It was dark outside, but it was darker inside, and we were there to show that we were men, because we worked in a masculine profession, and if we were going to be jackasses during the day, we were going to be jackasses at night.
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