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Chapter 10.

The ABCs of big money.

The bull market created wealth.  The bull market created an economic boom.  The bull market created many things.  But one of the most important things it created was a lot of stockbrokers.  Who else would handle stocks for us?  Who else would tell us what stocks to buy and when to sell them? We needed brokers—they were our guiding light, our support and help. How often had brokers opened our eyes to a stock that nobody ever heard of?  An undiscovered pearl, an unknown marvel, an upstart biotech company that, let’s say, was developing a miracle drug from elephant tree bark. Or from the urine of a one-hour old calf. How hard was it to alert the unsuspecting public to a newly created high-tech outfit, working on a device capable of producing electric energy from ocean waves?  And Internet companies!  How many of those golden nuggets would never be known to us if it weren’t for brokers?  What would we do without those dedicated individuals called stockbrokers?

Of course, brokers should be housed somewhere.  We wouldn’t expect them to trade our stocks for us right along the sidewalks of Wall Street.  We just say Wall Street, but we don’t really mean the Wall Street.  No, we could not demand such sacrifice from them.  Besides, can you imagine what kind of traffic it would cause if those hundreds of thousands of brokers stood on Wall Street and all adjacent street corners? That’s why so many brokerage houses have appeared within the last decade.   

Unlike their older, well-established counterparts who were too bulky, too inert, these smaller, energetic enterprises were the backbone of the bull market.  Often they were called boutique firms.  This term implied, at least two things: first, these firms weren’t big; and second, they specialized in small stocks, or, the way brokers proudly put it, in “special situations.”   And special they were.  The elephant tree, calf urine and ocean waves were just a few in the long list of achievements these firms could pride themselves on.   

One of such brokerage houses was ABC Securities. It occupied the entire tenth floor in one of the buildings, erected in downtown at the turn of the century in that monolithic style that reflected the spirit of the time, the grandeur of a nation turning into a world power.   This particular building was a minor landmark and was called the X Building.  ABC Securities was a boutique firm.  It employed a little over two dozen brokers, and special situations were the firm’s forte. 

The firm was established by two principals. One of them, Sid Meyers, was a well-spoken, good-mannered, very outgoing individual in his forties. He was of average height, fair complexion, with a slightly receding hairline. His last name had been a constant source of spelling problems, as people would make it Myers or Mayers. His friends advised him, both jokingly and seriously, to change his name’s spelling to a more conventional one, but he rejected all attempts on his identity and kept his real name with pride. Meyers had a weakness for good cigars and good clothes. He was a major partner in the firm and had a reputation as an expert in special situations. 

The other partner’s name was Don Kitts. Also in his forties, Kitts was tall, dark-haired and laconic.  He had extraordinary eyes.  When he looked at people, it seemed his eyes produced beams like those of a laser. Kitts never laughed or smiled. This combination of his piercing eyes and almost fierce face provided a fertile soil for his fun-loving brokers. They would compare him to a highway robber, an executioner, and so on; but the best phrase was coined on the occasion when Kitts grew a small black beard. His co-workers immediately named him after the famous pirate, and even made fun of his last name, converting it to Kidd, though it didn’t stick, but the nickname “the Pirate” was permanently reserved for him.  Whether because of this nickname or for other reasons yet unknown, Kitts shaved his beard.  

It was a Monday morning, and Mondays are tough. Brad sat in Sid Meyers’s office right across from its owner. Next to Meyers was Don Kitts. Andrew Berger, the compliance officer, was also present and sat next to the Pirate. His recent suntan notwithstanding, Brad looked pale. And the reason for that was a conversation, taking place in Meyers’s office. It was a very unpleasant conversation. The principals were interested in Brad’s trading techniques; specifically, they were puzzled with the fact that for the past two months he had only winning trades. 

“That’s quite remarkable. Two months of super gains and not a single glitch,” Meyers said, “and what was the account growth?” He turned to Berger.

“Over twenty-one thousand percent.”

“Very impressive. You could certainly claim a trader of the year award.  I wonder how you managed to achieve such results,” Meyers continued.

“I do a lot of research,” Brad said, “and pure luck.”

“Luck indeed.” Kitts entered the conversation. “You managed to sell at the highs of the day and buy at the lows. On almost every trade you placed for the past couple of months.”

“Did I really?” Brad was genuinely surprised.

“Mr. Berger, could you shed some light on Brad’s trading activities?” Meyers turned to Berger again. 

Berger opened a folder and started reading from a prepared document.

“As I have mentioned already, his account grew over twenty-one thousand percent. Almost all trades were done at the upper and lower boundaries of the daily trading range of any given stock. If the upper limit was reached before the lower one, a short sale would be initiated. The majority of issues were not on the firm’s recommended list. During the past two months, he placed just seven trades for his clients, most of them at the clients’ request, none by solicitation—”

“Should we continue?” Meyers interrupted Berger, turning to Brad, “What would you say to that?”

“What do you want me to say?” Brad mused.   

“What information did you use? Where did you get it from?” Kitts seemed to be losing his patience.

“I just told you everything—”

“All right, let me help you with that,” Meyers said. “For the past couple of months, you were seen in a company of two young men quite often. Who are they?”

“My friends.”

“We realize they are not your enemies. Do they supply you with the information?”

“They are my friends, that’s all—”

“We can’t go on like that. Mr. Berger, prepare the case for the SEC.”

“What does the SEC have to do with me?” Brad grew visibly upset. 

“Not so much with you, but rather with your trading style. We’re not going to harbor you here without knowing what you do. Do you want the SEC to go after us? Either you talk to us or to them.”

“All right, I’ll tell you—” Brad paused and looked Kitts straight in his eyes.

“Mr. Berger, you can go,” Kitts said. “We’ll let you know if we need you.”

“I receive an investment letter,” Brad said after Berger left the room.  “They give me the trading range of the most active stocks for the day—”

“For the upcoming day?”

“Yes, they give it to me in the morning of the trading day. Don’t ask me how they do it, that’s their business, but they are right on the money, right to the sixteenth.” Brad looked at Kitts, who was drilling him with his beams. “I used to give them a list of stocks I was interested in, and that was fine too—”

“Are you referring to the two individuals?” Kitts asked.

“Yes.”  

“Could we possibly talk to them?” Meyers inquired after a short pause.

“One condition,” Brad answered. “I will be a part of it. I will continue receiving their letter or whatever information they will be giving you.”

“Why do you think we will deal with them at all?” Kitts turned his beams on again.

“It’s in your best interests. With data like this you will make tons of money. It’s a lifetime opportunity. You saw my account.” A sigh came out of Brad’s mouth along with his words. “And don’t rush to inform the SEC about it, you understand—”

“We’ll figure that out. Could you bring them in tomorrow morning? It would be highly appreciated if they could demonstrate their product, so we could start our relationship right away. Is eight o’clock good for you?” Meyers sent Brad a lovely smile.

That evening Brad met the two friends for dinner. He was calm but noticeably upset.

“Your life is going to take a dramatic turn,” he said.

“You’re gonna give us a pay increase or a special bonus?” Mike wondered.

“Better than that,” Brad replied. “I will have to introduce you to my firm and, if you’re smart enough, they will make you an offer you couldn’t refuse.” A pause ensued. “You could probably get a few million in salary if you could run a good presentation,” he continued, answering a silent question. “They banged my head this morning, and I had to tell them about you.”

“You mean, they want us to work for them?” Mike asked.

“Not yet. But in all likelihood, they will. I promised to bring you in tomorrow morning—”

“But you’re giving up your trade secret.”

“I will be getting your trade data along with them, that’s the deal. But you must promise me to give it to me in case they screw up.” Brad was in a state of mourning. 

“No problem, Brad. We won’t let you down.”

There was silence at the table.  Brad was thinking of the opportunity lost. Mike was trying to figure out what the new situation could mean for them. Jeff was trying to compute how much a person making a million dollars a year makes per second. 

 “I should have resigned,” Brad said, breaking the silence. “I should have set my own trading.  I just didn’t expect it to be so good. When it started moving like that there was no time to lose on setting my own trading room. But in fact, it could have been better and cheaper for me now if I’d left—” Brad said, his funereal mood increasing.

“How much could we get from them?”  Mike’s pragmatism returned to him.

 “They are worth forty to fifty million. So if they put all their millions to work at three to five percent a day conservatively, with tools like this one, they will become billionaires in a year,” Brad replied. “So a few million a year wouldn’t be such a problem for them.” Brad was sad. 

Mike’s face expressed a pleasant surprise. Jeff swallowed his drink in one gulp.

Around eight o’clock next morning, Brad escorted Jeff and Mike to the tenth floor of the X Building past the receptionist and brokers’ desks, his own inclusive. The three entered the glass enclosure, commonly known as the glass box, located right in front of Sid Meyers’s office. The glass box was stylishly furnished with half a dozen leather armchairs, mahogany bookshelves and a mahogany desk. In front of the desk stood a perfectly built brunette, not tall, but with long legs. She leaned with her side on the desk, looking through some papers in a folder she was holding. Side-view contours of her face suggested a beauty that would complement her figure in the most dramatic way. 

“Good morning, Sandra,” Brad said and sat in one of the chairs.

“Good morning,” Sandra answered without turning her head.

“Good morning. How are you today? You look terrific in that navy blue suit,” Mike said.

There was no response. Instead, the brunette looked at Mike from the corner of her eye and continued to read the papers with increased interest. Considering her reaction, Jeff said nothing.

“What a leg,” Mike gasped to Brad.

“Ten grand and these legs are on your shoulders,” Brad said quietly.        

“Expensive, but may be affordable soon,” Mike answered.

“Maybe affordable, but not advisable,” Brad countered. “The boss has a heavy presence there, and since your future income depends on him, as you can imagine, you don’t want him to get upset—”   

“Yeah, I should have known. What a girl.”

In a couple of minutes, a man in a slightly wrinkled suit opened the glass door and said, “Good morning, Sandra.” 

“Good morning,” Sandra answered motionlessly.  The man turned his face to the trio, and Jeff noticed that his eyes were slightly squinted. The wrinkled man looked at them with great interest, said nothing and left.

“Andrew Berger,” Brad said. “Lawyer by trade, complete sucker. You wouldn’t entrust him with filling out a parking ticket with a guilty plea. He became an arbitrator, ‘cause it’s exactly the qualifications the arbitration folks are looking for. He did some favors to Meyers in this capacity. When he totally discredited himself and was thrown out, Meyers gave him a job and put him in charge of compliance, as a payback. Absolute moron. Would sell his mother for a buck.”

After the corrugated lawyer disappeared, a young guy with a broad, artificial smile and obtuse look in his eyes walked by. He said, “Good morning, Sandra,” received the same automatic answer, and left too.

“Dean Kogoras, complete imbecile, brain castrate,” Brad commented on the obtuse man. “He was hired when they were hiring anyone who was able to fog the mirror.” 

“What mirror?” Jeff asked.

“Anyone who was capable of breathing, no other experience required.”

Now an elegantly dressed man took position at the door. Standard exchange of greetings.

“Anthony Magnolese, rich guy,” Brad continued.

“Brad, are you a rich guy?” Mike interrupted.

“Shut up and listen. You will live among these people.”

A well-dressed black man stood at the door. 

“Patrick Gordon. Good seller, could help if you need it, nice guy.”

“Are you a nice guy, Brad?” 

“Mike, don’t be a fuckin’ idiot. It may help you some day.” Brad was friendly but persuasive.

“Sorry, man, I’m in a good mood, joking around.  Is he rich?”

“No one knows. The man doesn’t have a personal account here. By law, he must open his account with the firm or keep the firm informed of his account activity. He does neither. But people think he’s well off. His dad was a diplomat. He’s a nice guy anyway. He helped me once with a couple of trades.”

“How do you know he has no account?” Mike asked.

“We can see all accounts in the firm. It’s not really encouraged, they may kick you out if you do it too often, but you can do that occasionally. You can always claim you typed a wrong account number.”

“Who’s watching it?” Mike looked interested.

“Berger, he’s the eye,” Brad said.  “Look, man, I will charge you for providing you with information about the place you’re gonna be tied to for a while.”

“Why are you so sure they will hire us?”

“They were quite impressed with my account performance, so they will pay you through the nose if you deliver it to them.”

“I owe you a lunch,” Mike said.

“You owe me what we agreed upon—the right of first refusal.”

Someone else stopped at the door. A well-dressed man in his forties with a bushy mustache was described as “an ostentatious jerk who smokes cigars because all big brokers smoke cigars.  He pretends to be rich although his monthly pay can barely cover his expenses, so he drives a ‘72 Lincoln and calls it “antique” to portray it as a whim, not a necessity—“ 

Another man with no mustache walked by. “A scumbag beyond limits. Would rip off orphans and widows.” Another one. “Total jerk, could kill for a dime.” 

Dizzy from this parade of brokers, Jeff turned to Brad and asked him, “Why all these people report to her?”

“Two reasons,” Brad said in a quiet voice. “The secretary of the boss is a very important and respected person, especially a pretty secretary, ‘cause she has access to the boss—”

“As well as he has access to her,” Mike added.

“Absolutely,” Brad continued, “that’s the rule.  Secondly, in this particular case, ninety-nine percent of the male population in this place would love to take her to bed, and the remaining one percent would never admit it.” 

Mike giggled. Jeff blushed, trying to figure out which group he belonged to, the majority or minority, and failed to determine. For some reason, he wondered which group Andrew Berger belonged to. 

“Now,” Brad continued, “while Meyers still pays her bills, he’s all right, but they all are waiting for him either to lose his money in the stock market or die, whichever comes first, to take his place.”

Mike giggled again.  Jeff was relieved—now he clearly understood he didn’t belong to either group of the ill-wishers because he had no desire to see Meyers neither dead nor bankrupt.  But Andrew Berger’s affiliations still bothered him.

Meanwhile, the flow of brokers receded and, finally, stopped altogether. With no one at the door, the glass box fell into silence, interrupted only by Sandra’s rustling of the papers in the folder. Jeff looked up at the clock on the wall. It was ten after eight. At this moment, the door to Mr. Meyers’s office opened and let out Mr. Meyers himself. With the most affable smile on his face, he bowed his head slightly, made an inviting gesture to the three friends and said, “Sorry for making you wait.” 

Meyers’s office was furnished with a massive mahogany desk, leather armchairs and two leather sofas on each side of the desk. There were no windows since it was located in the middle of the floor, but it was brightly lit. 

Kitts sat in a chair on the right side of the desk. His face with no smile and heavy, piercing eyes nearly scared Jeff. Having heard from Brad about the Pirate, he was, nonetheless, unprepared for this encounter. 

After greetings and introductions, the entire company took seats in the leather armchairs.  

“It’s a pleasure to see you here,” Meyers said. “You are aware of the reasons of this invitation. The firm always looks for young, talented professionals, fresh blood, so to speak, and would be very interested in your product if it happens to be in line with the firm’s goals.”   

“We publish an investment research letter,” Mike said. “We pride ourselves on providing nearly one hundred percent reliable data to our clients.”

“So it’s not a hundred percent?” 

“You can say a hundred.”  

“Yet, not fully?” 

“It’s ninety-nine point nine-nine-nine-nine-nine-nine. Natural modesty prevails. Modesty is never a sin, always a virtue.”  

“How many clients do you have?” 

“Actually, only Brad now.” 

“You realize that working for the firm implies the proprietary nature of your services.” 

“Understood.” 

“Do you have a sample of your research?” 

“We sure do.”   

“The firm would like to test the data—“ 

“We are usually paid for our services—“  

“But the firm cannot pay a perfect stranger—“  

“Of course, we understand. We can wait until the end of the day.”  

“How much would you like to be paid?” 

“An advance payment of three million. Each,” Mike said pleasantly.

Jeff nearly fainted.   

“But that’s a lot of money for one day of work.”

“Nobody argues with that. But it’s not for one day. That would be an advance payment. We are sure the firm would love the results—“ 

“The advance would cover how long a period of time?”  

“A quarterly advance, kind of a sign-up bonus—“

“You mean you want twelve million annually? That’s a very expensive proposition.“ 

“Not at all. With the firm’s net worth of, let’s say, forty, fifty million dollars, it’s not impossible to make one to two million a day using a very conservative approach. Or by taking more risk, it’s not unthinkable to double one’s assets nearly every day. So it’s preposterous to even discuss such a small payment. Just a million a month—it’s a pathetic amount rather—“   

“It’s not at all pathetic,” Kitts entered the conversation. “Top analysts don’t receive that much—“

“We are not top—we are super analysts. We’re worth every penny we ask,” Mike said very convincingly.

“It’s impossible,” Kitts said firmly.

“Can we have our newsletter back? I guess, we can’t talk serious money here,” Mike bluffed. 

Jeff was on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

“There’s no need to rush,” Meyers said. “The firm is capable of paying even greater amounts for services that are worth it. But there’s no solid proof that all you said is true. There’s no error-proof analyst in the world, and those mistakes are extremely costly.” 

“Understood. We are willing to sign up for a trial period at a lower rate, but it should be a decent rate nonetheless.”

“We can offer you one million a year plus all benefits,” Kitts said. His eyes flashed like lightning.

“This is ridiculous. While the firm will be making a bundle, we will be getting a million. We can come down to eight for the trial period, but—”

“All right, let’s stop wasting our time,” Meyers said. “We’ll give you two million. Ah? It’s not bad for the start and then we’ll see if—”

“The discrepancy is too big. We’re talking about a six million difference—”

“All right, give us a reasonable number.” Meyers seemed to grow impatient. 

“We just want to be helpful. It’s simply because we like you—”

“It’s mutual,” Kitts interrupted in his drumbeat manner.

“Four million plus a one million sign-up bonus by the end of the day.” Mike made a dramatic pause and stared at Meyers. “That’s, of course, if you like today’s results,” he added in a more forgiving manner and looked at Kitts.

During the pause that followed, there was a brief duel of stares between Mike and Kitts. Jeff, caught in the crossfire, moved restlessly in his chair. Brad sat comfortably with an air of an outsider.

“All right,” Meyers broke the silence finally. “You will have to sign a contract with the firm, with a confidentiality agreement included—”

“What agreement?” Mike missed everything except the initial “all right,” as numbers with long lines of zeroes ran through his head, deafening him for an instant. 

“We would like you not to discuss what you do for us with anybody at all,” Meyers explained.

“Oh, we would like you not to talk about our work either. We don’t want to be celebrities.”

“So we have the same desire to keep a low profile.”

“Absolutely,” Mike was perfectly agreeable. “We, in turn, would like to ask you about something too,” he continued.

“What would that be?” Meyers gave him a friendly smile.

“We would like you to permit us to trade in our own accounts.”

“Of course. We would even prefer you to trade your own accounts, to confirm mutual trust, so to speak. If you give a recommendation, you must put your trust into it.”

“Understood. See, we are in total agreement on everything.”

“As long as we all perform our duties and do a good job,” Meyers seemed to be hinting about something.

“As long as we are paid for our work in a timely manner,” Mike replied.

When the official part was over, Meyers opened a cigar box and invited everybody to light up. “It eases the tension, you know, makes you relaxed.”

Mike and Brad accepted the offer, Jeff and Kitts declined.

“So, how do you do that?” Meyers inquired.  

“Do what?” Mike said.

“How do you achieve such brilliant results?”  

“Oh, the trade recommendations?”  

“If it’s not a secret, of course—“ 

“No, not at all. Meditation.”  

“You meditate?” 

“Yes, we developed a technique to use our will power to create bio-currents and send them short distance to each other. The currents create a powerful magnetic field—“

“What field?”  

“It’s all physics. So the field induces in us great ideas. It’s a mutual field, so we develop this wonderful vision of stock symbols and bounce them between ourselves until the symbols get tired and start releasing numbers, and then we write them down—“

“What, the symbols?”  

“No, we write the symbols and the numbers—no, no, we used to write them down. That’s right, we used to, until we discovered that our mutual field can induce stuff in other things, so we induced the computer—“ 

“Computer?”  

“Yes, the computer writes everything for us—“

“So you can make the computer think?” 

“Not only that. We can make other things think.” 

“Like what?”  

“Virtually anything.”  

“Is it possible to be present at the session?”  

“What session?”  

“The meditation session.”  

“Oh, the session. We would not recommend it. People should be dissuaded from that by all means. First of all, it’s a draining experience. It knocks you down. We go through hell ourselves every time. But the worst part is that the side effects are just weird. Once in the early days, we placed a cat between us—“ 

“A cat?”   

“Yes, a Persian cat. Luke was his name. So the animal was so induced that he imagined he was a dog, started barking, refused to eat cat food adamantly, and demanded to be addressed as Mr. Andrew—“ 

“The cat? How did he demand that?” 

“He just said so—Mr. Andrew—that’s it. He said he always liked the name.”  

“The cat said so?”  

“Yes. An obvious side effect. He started talking like there’s no tomorrow. It’s a pity that P. T. Barnum had been dead for so long. So we had no choice but to take the beast to a veterinarian. The man was so amazed he turned speechless. He tried to talk the cat out of being Mr. Andrew, but the cat evidently liked the idea and insisted—“  

“Who was the veterinarian?”  

“Dr. Weissman. He committed suicide shortly after. Family problems. So the cat finally returned to normal—probably, he had an overdose, too small of an animal—“ 

“Did you try it with other animals?”  

“This idea was discussed at length. We even considered creating a circus show.  That was before we realized the potential of the stock market research, of course. So we entertained an idea to induce circus animals, but decided against it out of fear of potential accusations of cruelty to animals. Though it would be curious to see if an elephant could be successfully induced.”  

“Still, it would be interesting to see it.”  

“What, the elephant?”  

“No, the session.”  

“We wouldn’t advise that. What if you imagine that you’re Mr. Meyers? Or Mr. Meyers’s secretary? No, we can’t take such risk.”

Mike’s eloquence caused momentary silence. Kitts tried to pierce Mike with his look, but Mike, true to his will power claim, fenced it off.  When the Pirate saw that it bounced, he turned his head and pierced Jeff instead. Jeff shriveled under his inquisitive eye, and the Pirate, probably satisfied with the effect, turned the beam off. 

“All right,” Kitts said, “we got the picture. You can go to put together your respective workplaces. Tomorrow at eight we want you here with your research letter,” he added.

“Don’t forget about the checks,” Mike reminded politely.

“End of the day, as agreed,” Kitts said.  

“What was that about trading your accounts?” Jeff asked Mike as they left Meyers’s office.

“Jeff, you’re gonna make a lot of money soon. You have to invest your money to make it multiply, to make it work for you. I’ll teach you that.” Mike told him. 

The future looked bright.

102

