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Historical Note

The United States in the first decade of the 21st century was bedeviled by political and financial strife. King Bushos the Seconds war against the Mahometans had fared poorly. The salons were hypnotized by the enchantress Britney, countess of Spears, the moving tapestries of Tom de Cruise, and the legend of Harry, Wizard of Potter. Corporate lobbyists ran amok; regressive tax cuts and massive military budgets placed enormous strains on the national treasury. Fearing a popular backlash, the Wall Street nobility embraced mortgage derivatives, credit-default swaps, and other bizarre financial instruments as a way of asserting themselves against the tyranny of Joe and Jane Taxpayer.

These taxpayers, commoners by birth, were known as Six Packs (a term of which the origin remains unclear); against them was arrayed a cabal of well-connected fraudsters united under the leadership of Bernard Madoff, the Baron of Robber, with an increasingly impotent and indebted middle class caught in the crossfire.

In the midst of these national crises, which had divided the country along complicated religious and ideological lines, it became apparent that a war of succession might add to the superpowers woes. The ailing King Bushos, having seen in a dream that his dynasty would end, attempted to name a new heir: MacCain, the elderly Baron of Arizona. But the laws of the old regime, enshrined in the mysterious Constitution, declared that Barack, the Duke of Obama, had the right to contest the throne.

Duke Barack had written two treatises on the subject of his person; nonetheless, he remained a shadowy and controversial figure. Fanatical taxpayers, scared to death by a sensational newspaper industry and a weird internet, whispered amongst themselves that Duke Barack was in fact a Mahometan of mixed blood, that he traced his ancestry not only to the house of Obama, but to the house of the Duke of Kenya, and that his birth certificate was a forgery, nay, that this document had never existed in the entire Hamlet of Hawaii.

In this time of great uncertainty, many looked for leadership to Cardinal Bernanke, Chairman of the secretive Federal Reserve and keeper of the keys to the Dollar Press. And yet, even here, there were doubts to be had. Unemployment was rising; the stock market was fickle; the federal and trade deficits were bad and getting worse. The Congress, through its tools in the Internal Revenue Service and the Securities and Exchange Commission, had outlawed financial dueling; nevertheless, corruption abounded, and was even praised by the paid-off mouthpieces of the penny press. As the entire country teetered on the edge of a full-blown depression, the commoners began to whisper amongst themselves: what the hell does the Federal Reserve actually do? Who voted all these clowns into national office? Is the once-mighty American greenback worth the paper its printed on?

Thrown by fate into the eye of the storm, one man dared to answer these questions. Or at least, some of them…



I. The Three Presents of M. dPonzi, the Father

On April 1st, 2008, the town of Princeton appeared to be in a state of counterrevolution, as if Richard Nixons corpse had just been voted President-for-life. The people shopping on the strip walked and talked like they were high on sleeping pills. The cars waiting at red lights had garden hoses taped between their exhaust pipes and drivers side windows. Many of the townsfolk, observing from a distance the futile gestures that animated their daily lives, forgot that they had ever dreamed of anything but this.

In that period, entire lifetimes passed without registering a single noteworthy event. Its not that nothing was happening; on the contrary, history was moving at a breakneck pace, and nobody was immune. The problem was that events occurred in such rapid succession that there was no time to think or reflect or even give a rats ass before the next event came along. Some incredible outrage would be perpetrated; some absurd act of violence would shatter the limits of what we thought possible; some worthy idea would be trampled into the dust by the overwhelming strength of stupidity, and then… something even worse would happen, making us nostalgic for the tender innocence we had possessed just 5 minutes earlier.

And so, nobody was particularly surprised when a carelessly thrown cigarette ignited a pool of gasoline in the parking lot of the local Pump n Jump. The flames spread quickly, running up a refueling hose attached to a 96 Geo Metro. Hearing screams, and opening the door of the porta-potty where he had gone to relieve himself, our young hero

But let us trace his portrait with a single stroke of the pen.

Picture to yourself Donald Trump at eighteen  Donald Trump on welfare, clothed in ready-to-wear threads. His countenance was white and pasty; the cheek-bones chaotically uneven, denoting mathematical ability; the muscles of the jaw stressfully developed  an infallible mark by which the aspiring stockbroker may be recognized, even without a shit-eating grin, and our youth wore a shit-eating grin, as well as a feathered cap. The eye was schmoozing; the nose plasticky but finely formed; the whole getup too flamboyant for a schoolboy, but too inspired for a conservative professional; an inexperienced eye would have taken him for a successful life insurance salesman, but for his rapier, which, hanging from his belt, banged against the loafers of its owner when he walked, and against the bucket seats of his stallion when he was mounted  for our youth had a stallion, and this stallion was remarkable enough to attract attention, even when the gas tank was not about to explode.

Indeed, the steed our hero possessed was the burning Geo Metro, a creature about 12 years of age, yellowish-green, the paint peeling, the panels dented, one of the bumpers missing, capable of 55 mph when the wind was favorable. At that time, everyone knew something about horses, and knew that no young man should ride a Geo Metro if he wished to appear marriageable. The charm of that model, depending entirely upon its boxy contours and relative fuel-efficiency, was lessened by the apparent social class of its owner; the ride produced a somewhat unfavorable sensation, which extended even to its master. This impression was the more painful to young dPonzi (for that was the name of this second Donald Trump) in that he could not conceal the fact that his family had recently fallen from the ranks of the nobility. He had, therefore, sighed deeply when he accepted the Metro from M. dPonzi, his father: he knew that such a beast was worth about 200 dollars. It is true that the words which accompanied the gift were beyond price.

My son, said the New Jersey chevalier, my son, this 96 Geo Metro was purchased new by a family that we would have laughed at in our days of glory. That dazzling era, as you know, ended six days ago, when our fortune was stripped from us through schemes and channels beyond our understanding. The creature you see before you was manufactured thirteen years ago; we have only bought it this morning. And yet, I believe you will ride it to untold wealth. Never sell it; let it die honorably of old age. If you should ascend to fame and fortune within it, take as much care of it as you would a high-maintenance trophy wife. At the investment bank, if you should ever have the honor to be employed there, support with dignity the name of gentlebroker, as I have done. It is by his craftiness  mark this well  it is by his craftiness alone, that a gentlebroker makes his way nowadays. Whoever allows himself to be outmaneuvered is lost; and whoever allows himself to be seduced by non-financial concerns abandons the chance at a fortune that would allow him the luxury of having non-financial concerns. You are young, and ought to think only of climbing the ladder. Have no fear of entanglements and imbroglios; look about for opportunities and adventures. You have been taught to handle the sword, the sales pitch, and the mobile phone; you have muscles of iron, and a tongue like a honey badger. Take advantage whenever you can, the more so because financial dueling has been forbidden by Congress, and consequently is twice as profitable, not to mention four times as dangerous, at least until your lawyer arrives. 

I have to give you but 87 dollars and 53 cents, my son, besides the Geo Metro, and the advice which you have just heard. Your mother will add to them the recipe for a certain pyramid scheme, which she received from a Hungarian gypsy, and which has the miraculous power of recharging your bank account temporarily. But do not expect it to make you rich; for that purpose, greater schemes are required: schemes which you must invent.

I have only one more word to add, and it is the offer of a role model for your future success. I wish to speak to you of M. de Blankfein, once my crony, who had the honor to be, as a child, the golf partner of Cardinal Bernanke, whom the market preserve! M. de Blankfein defrauded the Pentagon under the guise of fighter jet contracts, outmaneuvered several former Soviet republics for the rights to their own natural resources, and transferred widows pension funds to his own accounts in Switzerland, perhaps a hundred times! And yet, in spite of numerous federal laws, the fraud investigators of the SEC, and the tax accountants of the IRS, behold him now the CEO of Goldman Sachs, captain of the Financiers, upon whom the Federal Reserve mainly depends, and who are feared by King Bushos himself, and Congress to boot! Moreover, M. de Blankfein gains tens of millions of dollars plus stock options per year, and is therefore a man of consequence. Go to him with this letter, and let your conduct be regulated by him, that you may meet with the same results.

Be cunning, my dear son. Never forget that I myself was defrauded by the blackguards with whom you will soon have cause to tango. Take back the wealth which is rightfully ours, even if you have to take it from people who didnt take it from us.

Hereupon M. dPonzi, the father, girded his own sword upon his son, tenderly spanked him on the butt in a non-homosexual manner, like a football coach, and gave him his blessing. Leaving the paternal chamber, the young man found his mother waiting with the pyramid scheme recipe, which, considering the state of his wallet, he would probably have to cook up within a matter of hours. Madame dPonzi was more tender than the young mans father had been, for she was a mother, and what is more, not a sociopath. She wept much, but to the credit of M. dPonzi the younger, his Financiers nature gained the day, and he shed none but alligator tears, as if there were a press photographer nearby.

Our youth hit the road the same hour, furnished with the three paternal gifts: the $87.53 in cash, the Geo Metro, and the letter to M. de Blankfein. As you might imagine, the advice and sword were thrown into the bargain.

Strange emotions seethed in the soul of our young hero. Having ridden in Porsches and Bentleys his entire young life, he now found himself being laughed at by commoners who could afford no better than cloth-seated Ford Escorts with tape decks. His clothes, which had formerly been of the finest quality, had been sold off to the flea market; the cheap silk bow tie around his neck produced fevered giggles in men wearing vomit-stained wife-beaters. Therefore, his fist clenched the steering wheel from the moment he left the driveway. If a man in another car looked at him while sitting at the same red light, dPonzi would place his right hand on the grip of his rapier, roll down the window with his left, and challenge the offender to a duel. The offer was never accepted; Six Packs were the only men dPonzi had so far encountered, men who were not even familiar with the title of gentlebroker, let alone the strange rules of financial dueling. Once a duel had been challenged, they took care to lock their car doors and stare at the road in front of them, as if nothing had happened. DPonzi, therefore, had no cause to draw; he remained dignified and uninterrupted in his financial sensitivity, even to the fatal town of Princeton.

But there, when he dismounted at the Pump n Jump, without anyone, either landlord, station attendant, or passerby, offering to juice his ride, dPonzi perceived that this particular Pump n Jump shared a parking lot with the local Starbucks, before which Ferraris and Lamborghinis gleamed. Swearing revenge for the sauciness of their owners, DPonzi set the pump to auto-fill and hit the porta-potty, by which circumstance he soon found himself throwing open the green-blue door only to see his Geo Metro on fire.

Rubberneckers exited the Starbucks. Among their number, dPonzi perceived an illustrious stranger of distinguished air and handsome figure, telling jokes to two lackeys who listened to him with great deference. DPonzi naturally thought that they were laughing at him, and not at the horse itself, or even the fact that it was catching fire. This time, however, dPonzi was essentially correct: they were waiting to see the owner of this beater revealed. As the flames spread further, the stranger made joke after joke at the expense of dPonzis horse. And since, as I have said, his lackeys paid him a great deference, they every moment laughed heartily. These insults were the more painful as dPonzi noticed the feathered caps upon their heads and the swords at their belts. At last he had encountered gentlebrokers of the financial nobility, no doubt engaged in a day-trip beyond the gates of Manhattan.

Now, since even the slightest smile was sufficient to rouse the anger of our young cavalier, we may well imagine the effect such unbounded mirth produced upon him. Nevertheless, he kept his wits, wishing to examine the countenance of the rude stranger who thus mocked him. Fixing his stern look upon his lordship, he saw a man from 40 to 45 years of age, his eyes black and piercing, complexion pale, nose strongly marked, and hair slicked back. He wore a violet zoot suit trimmed with lace and ribbons. This outfit, though obviously worn more than once, bore all the markings of a fashionable house of couture. DPonzi made these observations with the rapidity of the most precise observer, and doubtless with an instinct telling him that this unknown stranger was to have a vast influence on his future life.

At the very moment that dPonzi fixed his gaze upon the man in the zoot suit, that individual made his most savage and sarcastic remark upon the 96 Metro. His two companions roared with laughter, and he himself, contrary to his usual custom, permitted himself a sickly smile. There was no room for doubt; dPonzi was really insulted. He pulled his cap over his eyes, summoned the wealthy airs he had learned in prep school, and placed his right hand on the guard of his rapier. With his other hand, he pulled out his mobile phone and activated Firefox behind five proxies, thinking he would show this nobleman a trick or two, and perhaps even swindle him somehow, should a financial duel be in the making. But dPonzis blood was hot; it was a physical duel he craved.

Unfortunately, the nearer he advanced, the angrier he grew, so that instead of the swanky and ironic language with which he had hoped to taunt his foe, he found nothing at the tip of his tongue but a Six Pack personality.

Hollo, sir! he cried, you, sir, who hide behind that Venti Latte  yes, you! Tell me what you are laughing at, that we might laugh together.

The gentlebroker turned his eyes from the steed to the rider, slowly at first, as if he found it utterly shocking that such abuses, such as the type he normally inflicted upon common middle-class scum, were intended for him. When he could no longer doubt it, he took on a sour look, and, with an accent of mockery impossible to describe, answered dPonzi, I am not speaking to you, young pup.

But I am speaking to you, cried dPonzi.

The stranger regarded him with a slight smile. He stepped from the sidewalk, moseyed into the parking lot like a Deadwood gunslinger, and stationed himself in dangerous proximity to the flaming Metro, at three paces from dPonzi. His calm face and jeering manner jazzed his lackeys, who giggled exuberantly. DPonzi, seeing them step into the parking lot behind their leader, drew his sword a foot out of its scabbard. He similarly aimed his mobile to take a picture of the strangers face, and, his thumb caressing the keys, hacked into the FBI facial-recognition database and uploaded the photo, hoping to discover the mans identity, and thus perhaps divine a method to defraud him.

This horse is undoubtedly the product of an assembly line, said the stranger, addressing the men behind him while ignoring the exasperation of dPonzi. Its Blue Book value, he continued, is well known in dollar stores, but as yet very rare among dealerships.

A man may laugh at a horse, who would not dare laugh at its master, retorted dPonzi.

I do not laugh often, sir, answered the stranger, as you may have discovered from the expression of my countenance. But I intend to preserve the right of laughing when I please.

And I, roared out dPonzi, do not permit any one to laugh when I do not please.

Really, sir! said the stranger, more quietly than ever. Well, that is sound sense. Turning on his heel, he strolled towards the Starbucks entrance, opposite which dPonzi, on arriving, had observed a Rolls Royce ready saddled.

But dPonzi was not the type to let anyone who had mocked him thus escape. Checking his mobile, he saw that the FBI database search had found a classified match which he was powerless to access, his hacking skills being as yet frightfully underdeveloped. Regretfully abandoning the prospect of identity theft, he drew his rapier and pursued the unknown, exclaiming, that latte you hold shall be the most overpriced you ever indulged in! Turn and draw, Master Jester, that I may not penetrate you from the rear!

Penetrate me!? said the stranger, quickly turning round, and regarding the youth with as much astonishment as contempt. I have no intention of crossing stir-sticks with you, my dear boy. Get thee to a loony bin; you are a croissant short of a five-star breakfast. Then, in a low voice, as if he were speaking to himself, he added, How annoying! And yet what a prize for Cardinal Bernanke, who is everywhere seeking fire-eaters to recruit into his public relations team.

DPonzi was taken aback; he had taken this man for a noble ally of Wall Street, not of King Bushos or the Congress. And yet this was a dangerous assumption, for in that time politicians attired themselves as the Financiers, and it was difficult to tell them apart, in dress or in action.

DPonzi had had scarcely processed this information before rage overwhelmed him, and his rapier, as if striking of its own will, made a furious thrust. Perceiving that the affair had moved beyond the realm of humor, the stranger turned, drew his sword, saluted his adversary, and put himself on guard. But before the duel could commence, the strangers lackeys took action. The lackey on the left, having located his wits, hurled his hazelnut cappuccino with soy milk and honey into dPonzis face. The mixture had cooled off during the exchange of insults, and therefore did no injury. But dPonzi was thrown off his guard, allowing the lackey on the right to rake his rapier across dPonzis jacket, slicing the reasonably-priced fabric. 

That was bad enough; but the lackey who had shredded his threads cried out: Excuse me, sir, but are you not the young dPonzi of Scheme? Seeing the shocked expression on dPonzis face, the man laughed. I will have it known that thy fathers financial portfolio has been safely transferred to an untraceable account in the Bahamas.

Verily! cried the lackey who had thrown the cappuccino, and twas a friend of mine who did the deed!

Then it is you and yours that have blasphemed my house with bankruptcy?! cried dPonzi. En garde, ye heinous scoundrels! You shall not leave this place before I have perforated your arteries, and seen your mother sleeping on a park bench!

Yet another aspiring stockbroker! murmured the stranger, preparing to lunge. Upon my word, you social climbers are incorrigible. I consent to boogie with you, though you will tire of it quickly.

But at the instant their swords first crossed, the Geo Metro exploded. The force of the blast hurled dPonzi face-first into the concrete, knocking him senseless.

Fearing further disturbances, the Starbucks manager, assisted by his servants, carried the wounded man into the establishment, where first aid was provided him. As for the stranger, he ordered another latte, this time to go.

How fares our insolent upstart? said he, addressing the manager, who had come to inquire upon his customers level of satisfaction.

Is your excellency safe and well? demanded the manager.

Indeed! said the stranger.

Before he quite lost his senses, the boy rallied all his strength to challenge and defy you.

Just between us, said the stranger, I make him for a born loser.

Oh no, your excellency, oh, no, replied the host, with a contemptuous grin. Born loser he may be, but not without prospects. While he was senseless, we rummaged his belongings, and discovered that he had uploaded thy picture into an FBI database.

Is he, then, an agent of the federal government?

I doubt it, sir. He carries no identification, and in his pocket we found but 87 dollars, 53 cents, and a sealed envelope. Such evidence of his insignificance did not prevent him from saying, just before he fainted, that had you encountered him in Manhattan, you should quickly have regretted it, but since you encountered him here, you will not have to regret it until later.

There must be cronies of his who are not so easily defrauded as his father, coolly observed the stranger. Did he name anyone in his anger?

He slapped his pocket, and said, We shall see what M. de Blankfein has to say about the insult offered his protégé.

M. de Blankfein?! said the stranger, becoming more attentive. He slapped his pocket, and mentioned the name of M. de Blankfein?!

Yes, milord, said the manager, the very same pocket that contained the sealed envelope.

Really! exclaimed the stranger.

Just as I have the honor to tell your excellency.

The manager, who had no great powers of penetration, did not notice the expression his words had produced upon the countenance of the stranger, who turned from the service counter and frowned like a man whose financial advisor had bought a Cuban casino the day before Castro captured Havana.

Chinese democracy! muttered the stranger between his teeth. Could Blankfein have sent this poorly-dressed yuppie? He is very young; but a thrust of a sword is a thrust of a sword, whatever the age of him that gives it. One distrusts a boy less than an oldster, and a slight obstacle might thwart a project.

The stranger fell into a reverie which lasted 36 seconds. Come, mine host, he said at last, will you not rid me of this upstart? I cannot conscientiously kill him. And yet, he added with a menacing air, he worries me. Where is he?

In a cardboard box in the alley, so as not to upset the customers. My wife is dressing his wounds.

Are his clothes and effects with him?

On the contrary; they are hanging on the coat rack, said the manager. We stripped him naked, to afford a proper medical inspection. But since this upstart annoys you

Doubtless; he caused a disturbance outside your establishment, which no respectable people can bear. Go to your cashier, make out my bill, and give orders to my servants.

My dear sir, must you be off?

Did I not order that latte to go?

You did, sir. And your excellency may have noticed just such a beverage on the service counter, ready for the road.

Very well; then do as I have ordered.

Rhinoceros testicles! muttered the manager to himself; can his excellency be afraid of this young boy?

My lady must not see this strange fellow, murmured the stranger. She is late for our rendezvous, but will soon roll up. I had better mount my horse and go to meet her. If I could only learn the contents of that letter to Blankfein! And thus muttering, the unknown went to the coat rack.

The manager doubted not that dPonzis presence had driven the stranger from the Starbucks, and that without his having bought any high-margin salads or sandwiches. Nonetheless, he felt compassion for his charge, and upon inquiring at the cardboard box, found that he had regained consciousness. DPonzi comprehended that the local police might be severe on him for having attacked a great lord; thus the manager persuaded him, in spite of his weakness, to resume his journey.

DPonzi, stunned, naked, his head bandaged, dressed himself and limped into the parking lot. But on reaching the place, the first thing he saw was his opponent, who was quietly talking at the window of a limousine. His interlocutor was a woman whose head appeared, through the window of the limousine, like Washingtons face on the dollar bill. We have already seen how rapidly dPonzi caught the expression of a countenance; he saw, therefore, at first glance, that the lady was young and attractive. Her beauty struck him; it was completely different from that of his own New Jersey countryside, or even that of his New Hampshire prep school. She was a pale, fair person, with long curling hair falling on her shoulders, large blue languishing eyes, rosy lips, and alabaster hands. She conversed with the stranger with great vivacity.

His excellency, then, orders me… said the lady.

To return instantly to Washington, and to inform Duke Barack as soon as MacCain says something stupid.

And as to my other instructions? asked the fair traveler.

They are contained in this box, which you will not open until you are on the other side of the Beltway.

Very well. And you  what will you do?

I return to Manhattan.

Without chastising this insolent boy? demanded the lady.

The stranger was about to reply, but before he could do so, dPonzi, who had heard every word, rushed to the center of the parking lot.

This insolent boy chastises others, cried he; and he who deserves chastisement will not escape him!

Will not escape him? echoed the stranger, knitting his brow.

Undoubtedly not! Before a woman you would hesitate to flee, I presume.

Forget this loser, and blow this taco stand, said Milady, seeing the gentlebroker finger the grip of his sword. Consider that the slightest delay might ruin all.

You are right, he replied, we must needs bounce. Begone then, on your part, and I will depart as quickly on mine. And, bowing to the lady, he sprang into the saddle of his Rolls Royce, set fire to the ignition, and hit reverse. The limousines chauffeur stepped on the gas. The lady and gentlebroker therefore went off at a gallop towards opposite ends of the parking lot.

Hollo! Your bill! shouted mine manager, whose affection for the traveler was changed to the most profound contempt when he saw him departing without paying.

Pay, lackey! cried the traveler from the window of his Rolls. His servant whipped the engine of his Mercedes, threw a stone cold Benjamin at the feet of the manager, and galloped after his master.

Oh, coward! hobo! false-hearted gentlebroker! cried dPonzi, rushing after the servant. But his head trauma had rendered him too weak to support such an exertion. Scarcely had he gone ten steps when his ears began to tingle. A cloud of blood passed over his eyes, and he fell in the middle of the parking lot, crying still, coward! panhandler! ragbag!

He is a vagrant, verily, grumbled the manager, drawing near to dPonzi and endeavoring to soothe him by this flattery.

Yes, a scrounger, murmured dPonzi, but she is beautiful.

Who is she? said the manager.

Milady! murmured dPonzi, and fainted away.

Never mind, said the manager; I have lost several customers, but this one remains. His wounds are more serious than I believed, and I am sure of keeping him for some days. I can well imagine there shall be 87 dollars and 53 cents gained.

The manager reckoned upon 12 to 15 coffees of various formulation, at four bucks a pop, plus maybe some cookies, brownies, and sandwiches. On this point, however, he reckoned without his guest. The following day dPonzi arose from his cardboard box and approached a man who was refueling his Ford Explorer at the pumping station that had survived the fire. He wore a silk doublet, pale yellow hosiery, and a Yankees cap.

If you pay me five dollars, said dPonzi, Ill teach you a way to earn fifty.

I doubt it, said the man.

Look, said dPonzi, Ive got to make my own luck here. Just give me two bucks in advance, and if the advice is good, I shall have the other three. Take a chance, yeah?

Considering he had little to lose, the man coughed up the dough.

All right, said dPonzi. All you have to do is approach ten people and say, if you pay me five dollars, Ill teach you a way to earn fifty. And then tell them what I just told you.

Not bad! said the man, and paid the remaining balance on dPonzis five bucks.

Sucker! murmured dPonzi, and laughed vigorously, knowing that his mothers pyramid scheme would blow the scheme he had just used out of the water. And yet, this lesser con had sufficed for his purposes.

DPonzi entered the Starbucks, ordered a Venti Strawberry Frappucino, and anointed his swollen head with the soothing mixture. Then, mixing packets of organic brown sugar and mineral water in a proportion that has not descended to posterity, he concocted a sticky paste, soaked several complimentary napkins in the mixture, and replaced his bloody bandages.

Thanks, no doubt, to the ciabattas and pumpkin cookies he ate in abundance, dPonzi found himself almost cured by the evening. His 87 dollars and change was several times enhanced by the method we have described above, and the pockets of his doublet overflowed with portraits of Abraham Lincoln. Filled with high hopes for the future, he passed the time by chatting up a financially-secure young lady who had stirred his passions. Having successfully flirted his way into her affections, and observing the customs of the day, he asked for the number of her mobile. As she recited the digits, he reached into his pocket for a pen and napkin, only to discover that his fathers letter to M. de Blankfein was nowhere to be found. Convinced that he had been swindled, he gave full vent to another fit of wrath.

Beholding this young scatterbrain raging and threatening to destroy everything in the establishment if the letter were not found, the manager seized upon a brownie tongs, his wife upon the handle of a broom, and the servants upon pitchers of frothy hot milk.

My letter of introduction! cried dPonzi, my letter of introduction! Or, by Ulysses S. Grant, I will cut you all up like so many lines of cocaine!

It is probable that the police would have been called, had not the manager reflected that his customers demand was perfectly just.

But after all, said he, lowering the brownie tongs, where is the letter?

Yes, where is the letter! roared dPonzi. It must be found, otherwise M. de Blankfein will know to have it found  100% guaranteed!

This threat frightened mine manager. Next to King Bushos, Baron MacCain, and Duke Barack of Obama, M. de Blankfein was the man whose name was most frequently in the mouths of his customers. There was, certainly, Cardinal Bernanke, but his name was never mentioned except in an undertone, so great was the terror he inspired. As to Harry de Reid, Senate Majority Leader, and Madame Nancy, Baroness of Pelosi, Speaker of the House, naturally their names were mentioned; but everyone seemed to suspect that they were pushovers, and that lobbyists would play their puppeteer, should shit hit the fan. Throwing away the brownie tongs, and ordering his wife to release her broom handle, the manager set the example by commencing a diligent search for the letter.

Did this letter contain anything valuable? said he, after some moments of fruitless search.

I should rather think it did, cried dPonzi, who had calculated on the letter to make his way in the world of high finance. It contained my fortune.

Bills on the Bank of Citibank?

Bills on the Federal Reserve of his eminence, the cardinal! replied dPonzi.

Mahomets concubines! exclaimed the manager, at his wits end.

It is of no consequence, said dPonzi, with his native assurance. The money is nothing, for money is infinite, when you know how to extract it from fools. The letter is all I care about; I would rather have lost an oil conglomerate than that! He might as well have made it five oil conglomerates, but a certain youthful modesty restrained him.

A sudden flash of insight illumined the mind of mine manager.

The letter is not lost! he cried.

Isnt it? said dPonzi.

No. It has been jacked.

Jacked?! What bandit could be so bold?

Your noble stranger! cried the manager. 

You really think so? said dPonzi, only half-convinced, for he knew better than anyone the strictly personal value of the letter. None of the servants or customers who were there could have gained anything by the theft.

You say, then, continued dPonzi, that you suspect his douchebagness?

I tell you that I am quite certain of it, said the host. When I informed him that your worship was the protégé of M. de Blankfein, and that you had a letter for that illustrious mogul, he appeared much disturbed, demanded to know where the letter was, and almost immediately went to the coat rack.

Then he is the thief, said dPonzi. I will complain to M. de Blankfein, and he will lay the complaint before his team of lawyers.

Drawing from his pocket a roll of Abraham Lincolns, he tipped the manager with great panache, upon which the manager accompanied him, cap in hand, to the parking lot, where dPonzi mounted a BMW.

Excuse me sir, said an unknown, but that is my horse.

Tell you what, said dPonzi. If you give me this horse, Ill teach you a way to get ten horses.

Devil take you, rogue!, said the unknown. Im calling the cops.

Just listen, yeah? All you have to do is approach ten people and say, if you give me this horse, Ill teach you a way to get ten horses. And then tell them what I just told you.

With these words, dPonzi cracked his whip, reversed into the parking lot, shifted into first, and galloped in the direction of the Turnpike. The former BMW owner, not exactly happy with this turn of events, admitted that he had at least gotten a good piece of advice in exchange for his horse, and that he could probably find a man more foolish than him, who also had a better ride.

The BMW carried dPonzi to the gate of Lincoln Tunnel, at Manhattan. There he sold the animal for $25,000, which was a good price, considering the likely state of the engine; dPonzi had taken the beast for a veritable joyride, overheated the V8 while fleeing a highway patrolman, and then quashed the felony reckless-driving charge with a well-calculated bribe.

DPonzi therefore entered Manhattan on a 72-foot yacht, which he rented for the reasonable price of $15,000 per fifteen minutes, a sufficient timeframe to cross the mighty Hudson. From the quay, he proceeded on foot until he found lodging suitable to his generous resources. Having paid the receptionist, he took possession of his suite, and passed the remainder of the day being measured for new suits by a tailor, whom dPonzi requested to sew onto his doublet and trousers sundry laces which his mother had shoplifted from Bed Bath and Beyond. He also took the time to buy a new feather for his cap, for his former plume had been charred in the explosion. He then repaired to a swanky cocktail lounge just off the Rue de South Broadway, where he learned from the first Financier he met where M. de Blankfeins skyscraper was situated. This he ascertained to be in the Rue de Broad, that is, in the very neighborhood where he himself had taken up his abode, a circumstance which he construed as a happy omen of the success of his expedition.

Satisfied with the manner in which he had behaved at the Pump n Jump, without remorse for the past, confident in the present, and full of hope for the future, dPonzi hit the mattress and slept the sleep of the crafty. This sleep lasted till nine in the morning, at which hour he descended the elevator and repaired to the skyscraper of the famed M. de Blankfein, who, according to dPonzis father, was the third personage in the realm, despite never having worked an honest day in his life.



II. The Penthouse of M. de Blankfein

M. de Blankfein had begun in life in much the same way as dPonzi was starting now, that is to say, barely having two nickels to rub together, but also possessing that fund of audacity, esprit, and flexible ethics which often makes the poorest urban gentlebroker inherit more in imagination than the richest nobleman of Long Island inherits in reality. His daring and haughty skills at sharping people  still more haughty in success  during a time when IRS audits came thick as hail, had raised him to the top of that difficult ladder which is called the rat race; the race he had run like the famed messenger of Marathon, except that Blankfein was fatter. 

He was the confidential friend of Cardinal Bernanke of the Federal Reserve, who, as everyone knows, greatly honored the memory of his predecessor, M. de Greenspan. M. de Blankfein had served Cardinal Greenspan so faithfully during the dot-com bubble of the late 90s that Greenspan allowed M. de Blankfein, after his crucial role in lobbying Congress to engage in shockingly dangerous financial deregulation, to take for his coat of arms a sapphire lion with diamond teeth, with the motto, pinkos et prostitutis. It was a great deal of honor, but not much more profit than had already been had. Therefore, when M. de Blankfein finally ascended to the position of CEO of Goldman Sachs, his fortune was valued at less than a billion dollars, which was not very much money in those days.

Thanks, however, to the double legacy, de Blankfein was admitted into the brotherhood of fat cats, where he made such good use of his golden tongue, and was so true to his motto, that Cardinal Bernanke, one of the true bullshitters in his own kingdom, used to say that if he could sell snow to an Eskimo, M. de Blankfein could sell water to a raindrop. In those turbulent days, it was important to surround oneself with cronies of Blankfeins stamp. Many could take for their device the epithet of prostitutis, for every man, in this world, must sell himself in some manner. But fewer could claim the epithet pinkos; for that title, one had to be capable of being rich, and yet also receiving government handouts. Strangely, this singular-sounding skill may have been the least of Blankfeins advantages; for although Blankfein had blazed the corporate pinko trail, the reader should not forget that this was an era when every gentlebroker on Wall Street already knew not only how to dodge taxes, but how to be given free money and claim they had earned it.

Blankfeins vision was much more ambitious. He was not content with defrauding Joe and Jane Taxpayer, nay! not in the least. Setting his sights on the global economy itself, he planned to sell, at the price of trillions of dollars, not only pieces of paper that were worth significantly less, but in fact, pieces of paper that were worth nothing at all. Long story short, M. de Blankfein dreamed of turning the entire system of world production and commerce into a massive pyramid scheme, the crash of which would sentence hundreds of millions of people worldwide to unemployment, bankruptcy, and poverty, while enriching a select few who were wise to the scam. The men capable of planning and conducting such a plan were not many, but Blankfein was one of the few, one of those rare characters with the intelligence of a jewel thief and the ethics of a date-rapist.

Considering its potential benefits, the plan was relatively simple. Mortgage derivatives and other complex financial instruments, rated AAA by corrupt or ignorant ratings agencies and trumpeted as safe by Cardinal de Greenspan, Larry de Summers, and other great minds of that era, would be sold throughout the financial system. As the bubble inflated, the banks would continue selling these financial instruments, taking a hefty commission in exchange for flooding the economy with toxic debt. As the crash approached, the situation became trickier, as the banks would have to continue selling these instruments to their customers while certain banksters wise to the scheme used their own money to bet against those same instruments using short-sell tactics. Then, when the bubble finally burst, resulting in massive financial meltdown, the banks would come crawling to Congress for bailouts, and would also receive massive cash infusions from Cardinal Bernankes Federal Reserve, an opaque institution which Congress had little or no power to regulate, whose balance sheet was secret, and whose officers were appointed, not elected. The government would even be convinced, with the help of Treasury Secretary de Paulson, to buy up the now-worthless pieces of paper and thus clear the banks balance sheets, so long as those banks promised to start lending money again, a promise they were not legally required to keep. Last but not least, the increasing bankruptcy of the federal government, and the penury of the common citizen, would be used as an excuse to cut pensions already devalued by the crash, pillage Social Security and other public benefits, and destroy any union or mass organization with the capability of fighting back. These final steps would naturally require the assistance of large sections of the public, who, convinced by the media that a crime had not been committed, would turn their wrath on their fellow citizens, rather than the banksters.

Of course, by 2008, the first half of this plan had already worked; the crash was coming, and coming soon. The question was what the Six Packs and their former middle-class allies would do when the shit hit the fan; that is, what would happen when Joe and Jane Average figured out that they had been defrauded, hustled, flim-flammed in the most sleazy manner imaginable. Would they fight for their livelihoods, their dignity? Would they seize the reins of their nation, and of their own destiny? Would they really allow the government to bail out the fleabag banks and refuse to investigate or prosecute the well-connected scum who had created the crisis and betrayed their fellow human beings for the sake of a bigger paycheck?

Understanding the profits to be made, yet mindful of the possibility of blowback, the financial nobility appointed Blankfein captain of the Financiers, who, by their sharp tongues and swindlers instincts, sheared the American sheep to the bare skin, and even managed to fondle the bear of Europe, take liberties with the dragon of Asia, and molest the camel of Araby. The assistance of King Bushos was instrumental; when his majesty saw the economy being gamed for a quick buck, he allowed himself to be convinced that this was the invisible hand at work, and recruited clever moneygrubbers and reactionary schoolboys into his inner circle, doing all he could to screw us over. Even the jerk-offs in Congress, Democrat and Republican, boasted at their campaign contributions, and marveled at their ability to pull the wool over the publics eye, failing to see that they were being bought for pennies on the Benjamin. And while openly scolding financial duelists and their shell-game shenanigans, they legislated foxes into the henhouse: gutting financial reforms that had worked for decades or even centuries, bankrupting the treasury, and caressing themselves secretly while fantasizing about Star Wars missile shields that couldnt shoot a pigeon from a lamppost.

Blankfein thoroughly understood the many scams of that period, when even if you were a corporate welfare queen, you played cheerleader for the market. His soldiers formed a legion of con artists under no discipline but their own. Swaggering bullies, given to champagne and summer mansions, the cardinals Financiers, or rather M. de Blankfeins, spread themselves through the nightclubs, the hotels, the high streets, and the art auctions, talking loud, straightening their suits, jingling their car keys, hustling Six Packs where they found them, and indulging, in the open street, in a thousand farces; sometimes prosecuted by the SEC or IRS, but then certain of being acquitted and even avenged; sometimes committing heinous crimes, but then certain not to squat in the slammer, since teams of lawyers were always on hand to procure their pardon and release, or at least a luxury cell, such as that afforded the famed seamstress Martha of Stewart, herself a stock-market racketeer who hadnt been clever or well-connected enough to avoid a short prison term.

Therefore M. de Blankfein was lauded in every tone, sung of in every key, by these Financiers, who adored him; yet, flatterers as they were, they trembled before him as wage slaves before their supervisor, obedient to his example, and ready to deal death to protect their ill-gotten gains. M. de Blankfein had used his powerful levers, first, for himself and his own friends, and second, for himself and his own friends. The captain of the Financiers was, therefore, admired, feared, and loved, which state constitutes the apotheosis of human affairs.

From six oclock in the morning, the lobby of the Goldman Sachs building resembled a military camp. Fifty to sixty Financiers, who appeared to relieve each other, stalked about incessantly, armed to the teeth with swords and mobiles, drinking espresso and 78-year scotch, ready for anything. Their eyes were glazed with selective intelligence, and narrowed into the eyes of hawks as they checked out passersby for the telltale traits of principled journalists, government investigators who hadnt been bought yet, and other such riff-raff. From one end to the other of that massive lobby strolled insiders who sought favors; name-dropping ivy leaguers, begging to be enrolled; and liveried lackeys running errands for whoever was higher on the ladder.

In the penthouse antechamber, a continual buzzing prevailed from morning till night, while M. de Blankfein, in his suite adjoining, received government ministers eager to please, craven pressmen eager to brownnose, and ambitious gentlebrokers desirous of organizing new fleeces in exchange for a reasonable cut. He gave his orders over a solid gold telephone, studded with rubies and pearls. Though you couldnt tell by looking at him, his underwear was made from tiger fur, and he never used toilet paper, preferring to wipe himself with a baby rhinoceros horn.

On the day when dPonzi presented himself, the assembly was very imposing. As soon as he had crossed the threshold into the lobby, he found himself in the midst of a troop of lawyers, lobbyists, quantitative analysts, and PR specialists, all of whom were cruising about the joint, talking, quarreling, and jesting with one another. To clear a path through these eddies, it was necessary to be a Financier, or a well-known lackey; a man of rank ready to fleece or be fleeced; or a pretty lady without powers of indictment. It was, therefore, in the midst of this disorder that our youth, holding his long rapier against his slender legs, and the rim of his plumed cap in his hand, advanced with palpitating heart, yet with that sort of half-smile of provincial embarrassment which attempts to create a good impression. When he had passed one group, he breathed more freely, but he perceived that they turned to look at him, and dPonzi, who until that day had invariably entertained a pretty good opinion of himself, for the first time in his life thought himself ridiculous. 

When he reached the elevator bank it was still worse; on Italian leather chairs sat four Financiers, who amused themselves in the following manner. One of them, mobile in hand, endeavored to prevent the other three from convincing a naive housewife to invest her daughters college fund in ridiculously overvalued mortgage derivatives that were already being shorted by those in the know, while these three skirmished with him very actively with their sales pitches. DPonzi at first thought that these sales pitches were being given to the Financiers friends, who were in on the game, and might simply judge as a jury when deciding whether the young girl would lose her college money or not. But the Financiers had the conversations playing on speakerphone, and dPonzi soon observed it was not a game, and that at every weakening of the housewifes will to resist, she would be placed on hold, such that the Financiers could laugh and mimic. This sport surprised our young traveler, although he did not wish to appear unworldly. He had seen in his own province a good many sharp tactics, and yet the golden tongues of these four players turned lies into truth as if the truth were nothing but a lie.

And yet dPonzi had not reached the end; the elevator and penthouse still remained. In the elevator, they did not recite sales pitches, but recounted histories of the pointless luxuries they had bought. And in the penthouse antechamber, they recited tales of blackmailed cabinet members; attorneys general held on a leash with future job offers; mercenary armies; dictators installed and maintained with public slush funds for private profit; gag orders on whistleblowers; Supreme Court cases polluted with muzzled testimony and perjury. In the elevator dPonzi was jealous, but in the antechamber, his respect for the federal government was scandalized. 

For the first time, dPonzi heard King Bushos policies criticized as insufficiently capitalistic, nay, Bolshevik to the core. That great monarch, whom dPonzis father so deeply revered, M. de Blankfeins men made their butt, deriding his corny platitudes and his inability to make decisions without the Financiers agreement. Some sang carols on Field Marshal Rumsfeld, Bushos regime-changer and one-time mistress, now fallen from favor. Others planned adventures involving the buyout of various members of Congress, many of whom made King Bushos look almost honest. 

Despite the crimes being discussed, the wit was of the most brilliant kind; no human foible went uncommented upon. In a matter of minutes, dPonzi had heard enough to indict every politician, regulator, banker, and stockbroker within a thousand miles of where he stood, and started looking around to see if the walls had ears. Verily, thought dPonzi with terror, these gentry will soon be put into Guantanamo and waterboarded. Doubtless, I shall accompany them; having heard everything theyve said, I will certainly be taken for an accomplice. What would my father say  he who enjoined me so strongly to respect King Bushos  if he knew that I was in the company of such delinquents?

DPonzi dared not join in the conversation, but kept his eyes and ears wide open, that he would miss nothing. In spite of the paternal advice, he found himself drawn by his tastes and instinct to praise rather than criticize the incredible opinions he heard, the audacious acts being passed off as hourly occurrences.

Because dPonzi was a stranger to the crowd of M. de Blankfeins courtiers, someone came to inquire what he wanted. At this question he humbly gave his name and requested the servant to solicit a moments audience of M. de Blankfein  a request which the inquirer promised to make at the proper time.

DPonzi, somewhat recovered from his first surprise, now had time to study the outfits and faces of those around him. In the midst of the most animated group was a Financier of great height and haughty countenance, who wore so fantastical a costume as to attract general attention. He did not wear a suit and tie, which was not absolutely indispensable in that period, but a velvet robe and matching cape of celestial blue, each slightly faded and worn. Upon this robe a magnificent border of sapphire embroidery glittered like waves upon a sunlit stream. A baseball cap of crimson suede, embellished with a green feather plume, sat gracefully where his Financiers cap should have been, and his splendid wide belt must have been worth a sultans ransom, showing as it did various emeralds and diamonds, stones which also decorated the pommel of his enormous rapier. This Financier, who claimed to have just expelled a deputy attorney general from the lobby, complained of having been served substandard espresso that morning, and yawned loudly, attempting to explain the slight bags beneath his eyes. He talked loudly over the group, and proudly caressed his jade mobile, while everyone much admired the jewel-encrusted belt, and dPonzi more than anyone else.

What would you have? said the Financier. It is the fashion; besides, one must wear ones hereditary property somewhere or other.

Ah, Usurios! cried one of the bystanders, do not try to make us believe that these jewels come from paternal generosity. They must have been given to you by the veiled lady with whom I met you the other Sunday, near the yacht club at Hampton Bay.

Nay, upon my honor, and by the faith of a gentlebroker, my grandfather bought it with his own money, said he whom they called Usurios.

Yes, and he also invented the jade mobile thou holdest.

But the first part is true, said Usurios, and the proof is, that he traded two Learjets for it.

The wonder and admiration were redoubled, though the doubt still existed.

Is it not so, Konmann? inquired Usurios, turning to another Financier.

The person thus appealed to formed a perfect contrast to Usurios. He was a young man, not more than twenty-two or twenty-three years of age, with a soft and ingenuous countenance, a black and mild eye, and cheeks rosy and downy as an autumnal peach. His slender moustache marked a perfect straight line along his upper lip, and he was continually practicing an innocent look in the reflection of shiny surfaces. He laughed without noise, showing his teeth, which were fine and of which, as the rest of his person, he appeared to take great care. He answered the appeal of his friend with an affirmative nod of the head. This affirmation appeared to dispel all doubts with regard to the belt. They continued to admire it, but said no more about it; and with a rapid change of thought, the conversation passed to another subject.

What do you think of the story Johnsons squire relates? asked another Financier, without addressing anyone in particular.

And what does he say? asked Usurios in a conceited tone.

He says that he found Special Agent Cassidy, the tool of Congress, at Miami; and that this cursed Cassidy, with rogue DEA intelligence and assets, confiscated 2500 kilos of cocaine from a luxury fishing boat operated by our man Rivera.

Johnsons squire is a simpleton, said Usurios; but is it a fact?

I heard it from Konmann, answered the Financier.

Indeed?

Ah, you know it well enough, Usurios, said Konmann. I told it you myself yesterday evening; lets drop the subject.

Drop the subject! said Usurios. Egad! you would make short work of a scandal. What! meddlesome bureaucrats set a spook upon a gentlebroker, rob him of his Bolivian medicinals through a traitor, a candidate for the gas chamber; cut Riveras throat through this spook, under the flimsy pretext that he desired to destabilize El Salvador while invading Honduras! No one knew one word of this enigma; you informed us just yesterday evening, to the great astonishment of everyone; and while we all remain amazed at the news, you come today and say to us, lets drop the subject.

Well, then, since you have such a bee in your bonnet, lets not drop the subject, calmly replied Konmann.

Bravo! exclaimed Usurios, clapping his hands; What a genius he has, this Konmann! What a pity that you could not follow your vocation, my dear fellow; what an exquisite televangelist you would have made!

Oh, it is a mere transitory delay, replied Konmann; one day or other I shall be one; for you well know, Usurios, that I continue to study theology with that intention.

He will actually do as he says, replied Usurios; he will do it, sooner or later.

Very soon, said Konmann.

He only waits for one event to make his move, and to resume the art of public persuasion, which he has abandoned for the private type, replied another Financier.

And what event does he wait for? inquired another.

He waits until King Bushos has provided us with a worthy heir.

He waits not for an heir, jested another Financier; he waits for the privatization of PBS, for their network is perfect for his purposes, but pursues socialist programming policies.

Let us not jest on this subject, gentlebrokers, said Usurios; thank God, there shall not be a muslim communist Antichrist in the White House; the American people would not allow it.

Maybe not. But it is said that King Bushos has considered a closed-door session with Hillary of Clinton, observed Konmann with a mocking laugh, which gave to his remark, innocent as it seemed, a meaning sufficiently scandalous.

Konmann, my friend, this time you are wrong, retorted Usurios, and your wit always leads you too far. The Democrats are to be offered one-night stands, nay, pity bangs; we shall invite none but red-blooded Republicans into our conjugal bed.

Do not lecture me, Usurios! cried Konmann, in whose soft eye something like the lightnings flash now passed.

My dear fellow, be either Financier or televangelist; be one or the other, but not one and the other, exclaimed Usurios. You may remember what Kronius told you the other day, that you eat from every plate. I daresay those Yalie professors of yours may have brainwashed something of the leftist into your person; pray check it sir, for human freedom is be attained only through economic progress, which precedes the political.

You speak in absurdities, you presumptuous dunce, said Konmann. And you know that I detest ideology, except as propounded by Kronius. Furthermore, my dear fellow, you seem to have forgotten that the American public will never accept one-party rule. Nay, our glorious republic requires two parties, in order to provide the illusion of disagreement; thus, it suits me to say, you are the one speaking leftist platitudes. I will be a televangelist if it suits me, but in the meantime I am a Financier, in which character I say what I choose, or at least what sounds persuasive. And at this moment I choose to tell you: you are so ugly, that when you were born, the doctor slapped your mother.

Konmann, thou art a villain! cried Usurios, drawing his rapier.

Gentlebrokers! Gentlebrokers! cried out all around them.

M. de Blankfein awaits M. dPonzi, interrupted the lackey, throwing open the door of the penthouse suite.

At this declaration, all fell silent. DPonzi stepped into the chamber of the captain of the Financiers, congratulating himself for having so narrowly escaped the maniacs in the vestibule.



III. - The Strumpet and the Surgeon

M. de Blankfein was at that moment in a very bad humor. Despite numerous gambits of great wit and wisdom, his stock portfolio had risen by a mere 26.85% during that quarter; furthermore he had reason to believe that the king and Congress might be plotting against him, even as he plotted against king and Congress.

Nevertheless, as our young cavalier appeared, Blankfein politely saluted him, and indicated the chair across his desk. But rather than sitting down himself, he made a sign with his hand, as if requesting permission to finish other business before he began with him. Moving towards the door, he bellowed three times, raising his voice each time so as to run through the scales between the tone of command and that of anger  Kronius!  Usurios!  KONMANN! The two Financiers, whose acquaintance we have already made, and who answered to the latter two of these three names, immediately decamped from the antechamber and advanced towards the suite, the door of which was closed as soon as they had passed the threshold. Their bearing, although not quite calm, was at the same time full of dignity and submission, and their apparent indifference excited the admiration of dPonzi, who saw in these men a species of billionaire, and in their captain a potential trillionaire, armed with thunderous credit cards, neither gold nor platinum, but of some precious metal not yet discovered.

M. de Blankfein paced the length of the chamber three or four times in silence, but with a furrowed brow, passing each time before Konmann and Usurios, upright and mute as on parade. Suddenly he stopped directly in front of them, and, measuring them from top to toe with an angry look, exclaimed, do you know what Cardinal Bernanke said to me, and that no later than last evening? Do you know, gentlebrokers?

No, answered Usurios, after a moments silence; no, sir, we do not.

But we hope you will do us the honor of informing us, added Konmann in his most polished tone, and with the most graceful bow.

He told me that, for the future, he should recruit his Financiers from those of the Social Security Administration.

The Social Security Administration! And why? demanded Usurios with heat.

Because he saw very well that our own weak cocaine ought to be enlivened with something a little more potent!

The two Financiers blushed to the whites of their eyes. DPonzi knew not where he was, and wished himself invisible.

Yes, yes, continued M. de Blankfein, his eminence was right; for, upon my honor, you Financiers are not making the most of a volatile market environment! You are not creating new sources of value! And our grip on King Bushos is becoming weaker by the minute. Just yesterday, while attending a special committee on the floor of the Senate, several uppity members of that meddlesome academy questioned me on the topic of tax evasion. And one of them, a Republican no less, asked me if I thought there should be a strengthening of the SEC, that bane of private enterprise, in order that my rogue Financiers might be brought under control. Furthermore, it was stated in private that several of my Financiers had made a riot at the Strumpet Strip Club, and that a detachment of guards from the Social Security Administration  (I thought he would laugh in my face)  had been obliged to arrest the disturbers, having overheard them planning a public pension skim while having their privates rubbed. In the name of Lucifer, you ought to know something about this. Arrest my Financiers! You were amongst them  you, sirs! Do not deny it; you left your gold cards at the bar, and the cardinal named you. But it is all my own fault; yes, my fault; for I choose my own men. Look ye, Konmann! Why did you ask me for a rapier, when a film camera suited you so well? Hark ye, Usurios! Have you got such a splendid emerald belt, only to hang to it a sword of straw? And Kronius  I do not see Kronius, where is he?

Sir, answered Konmann, in a melancholy tone, he is ill, very ill.

Ill! Very ill, say you? And of what malady?

It is feared it is the syphilis, sir, answered Usurios, anxious to put in a word, and this would be very distressing, since the malady affects his eye.

The syphilis! This is a marvelous story you are telling me, Usurios. Why, syphilis, it is a disease for writers, composers, sailors and such of that lot. No, no, but you are covering for him; doubtless he is wounded, perhaps killed. Ah! if I were certain of this! Zounds, gentleman, I do not understand why you haunt such loose places; could you not have procured a private room? I do not wish you to afford mirth for the guards of Social Security, who are quiet, and skillful, who never throw themselves open to an arrest, and who, moreover, would not allow themselves to be overheard discussing such business, not they! I am sure they would rather die than skate away from such an escapade! It is you who fly! You who scamper away! A fine thing for Goldmans Financiers, indeed!

Usurios and Konmann shook with rage. They could have strangled M. de Blankfein, had they not perceived that his great belief in their ability to ultimately prevail was the foundation of all he said.

As it was, they stamped on the carpet, bit their lips till the blood ran, and grasped the hilts of their swords with all their might.

M. de Blankfeins summons for Kronius, Usurios, and Konmann had been heard throughout the antechamber; and those who remained there had concluded, from the sound of his voice, that he was in a towering rage. Ten curious heads, therefore, rested against the Jackson Pollock on the wall outside, and grew pale with fury; for their ears, closely applied to the painting, did not lose a syllable of what he said, while their mouths repeated the language of their captain to all who could not find room to eavesdrop. In an instant, from the penthouse to the lobby, the whole skyscraper was boiling.

So! the Financiers allow themselves to be harassed by the lackeys of Congress! continued M. de Blankfein, jerking out his words and plunging them, one by one, like stilettos, into the bosoms of his listeners. So, six government bureaucrats put to flight six of my Financiers! Sangdieu! I have taken my resolve. I will go hence to the board of directors, and to the Federal Reserve, where I shall tender my resignation as captain of the Financiers, and demand a civil service grade in the Department of Health and Human Services. And if I fail in this, mortdieu, I will start a soup kitchen!

At these words the murmurs in the antechamber broke out into a regular explosion; nothing but oaths and curses were everywhere heard; Balls! Ods blood! and Death to those cockmasters! resounded through the skyscraper. DPonzi hastily glanced around the penthouse in search of some object behind which he might hide himself, and, failing in this, felt an almost uncontrollable desire to impersonate an abstract bronze statue.

Well, captain, said Usurios, almost beside himself, the truth is, we were six against six, but were unawares set upon, and before we had time to draw our swords, two of our party fell dead, and Kronius was so grievously wounded as to be scarcely in better plight. Not only that, one of the bureaucrats had seized hold of a bottle of K-Y Jelly and squeezed it into the eye of Kronius, incapacitating him even further. You know him well, captain; twice he endeavored to rise, and twice he endeavored to locate their pension funds. We were forced to fall back, and yet we did not yield ourselves up. No, we were dragged away by force, but escaped on Rue de 51st Street. As for Kronius, they believed him dead, and so quietly left him on the floor of the strip club, not thinking he was worth carrying away.

Zounds, captain! interjected Konmann. One cannot gain every battle; even the great Rockefeller was forced to partition some of his assets, and Carnegie, who was more clever an industrialist than most, lived to see his empire fall somewhat from its zenith.

Furthermore, I can assure you that I stole one of these fellows identities, said Usurios. His credit card has already been charged the cost of a jetski, not to mention a parcel of bondage gear and homosexual pornography currently en route to his mothers house, as you please!

I did not know these circumstances, said M. de Blankfein, in a somewhat milder tone; from what I now learn, Cardinal Bernanke must have exaggerated.

But I beseech you, sir, said Konmann, who, seeing his captain more calm, ventured to hazard a request; I beseech you, sir, do not say that Kronius is wounded; he would be in despair if it came to Cardinal Bernankes ears, as the wound is very severe, both to his shoulder and right lung, pierced by a poniard, and to his eye, slathered with lubricant.

At this moment the door opened, and a noble and beautiful face, but with one of the eyes badly swollen, appeared.

Kronius! exclaimed both of the gentlebrokers.

Kronius! repeated M. de Blankfein himself.

My comrades informed me that you commanded my presence, said Kronius to M. de Blankfein, in a calm but feeble voice, and I hastened to obey you; here I am sir; what do you require me for? And with these words the Financier, perfectly arrayed in arms, clothing, and telecommunication devices, entered the chamber with a firm step.

M. de Blankfein, touched to the heart by this proof of endurance, rushed towards him. I was just going to tell these gentlebrokers, said he, that I forbid my Financiers to expose their lives or livelihoods unnecessarily. Crafty men are dear to the financial industry, and his eminence knows that his Financiers are the craftiest on Earth. Your hand, Kronius! And without waiting till he responded to this proof of affection, M. de Blankfein seized his hand, and pressed it with much warmth, without observing that Kronius, despite his command over himself, let out a cry of pain.

In spite of the secrecy which had been observed concerning the matter, the severe wounds Kronius had received were well known to his comrades, and his unexpected arrival had produced a great sensation amongst them. The door of the chamber had, since his entrance, remained ajar; and, as two or three heads were, in the warmth of the general feeling, thrust through the opening, a simultaneous burst of applause followed the last words of their captain. M. de Blankfein would, doubtless, have reprehended this infraction, but suddenly he felt the hand of Kronius grasp his own, and perceived that he was fainting. He had rallied all his powers to contend against pain during the interview, but now he could no longer sustain, and fell senseless upon the floor.

A surgeon! cried M. de Blankfein, or my cunning Kronius will die! At this exclamation, everyone rushed into the suite and pressed round the wounded man, several of them dialing 911. This eagerness would have been useless, had not a surgeon been kept on the penthouse staff for just such occasions. Forcing his way through the spectators, he approached Kronius. The pressure of the crowd occasioned him much inconvenience; thus he directed that the wounded Financier should be instantly conveyed into an adjoining chamber. M. de Blankfein immediately opened the door to his sunroom, and pointed out the way to Konmann and Usurios, who bore off their comrade in their arms with the surgeon in tow.

The suite of M. de Blankfein, that place usually deemed sacred and top secret, became for the moment an adjunct to the antechamber. Everyone talked loudly, swore, and consigned the servants and bureaucrats of the United States government, barring the brave helmsmen of the Federal Reserve, to the most infernal regions of hell.

In a few moments Konmann and Usurios reentered, having left M. de Blankfein and the surgeon with the wounded man. At length M. de Blankfein himself followed. He announced that Kronius had recovered his senses, and that the surgeon had declared that there was nothing in his situation to alarm his friends, his weakness being occasioned entirely by the loss of blood, which would be remedied by a quick visit to Goldmans blood banking division.

Upon a signal from M. de Blankfein, everyone now retired except dPonzi, who did not abandon his audience, but, with ladder-ascending tenacity, held his ground. When all the intruders had left the room, and the door was again closed, M. de Blankfein turned round, and found himself alone with the young man. The event which had just taken place had disarranged his previous train of ideas; he therefore now inquired what this persevering visitor required. DPonzi repeated his name, and M. de Blankfein, recalling past and present, instantly became aware of the situation.

Pardon, he said with a smile, pardon, my young gentlebroker, but I had entirely forgotten you. A CEO is merely the father of a family, but burdened with a heavier responsibility than an ordinary parent, for Financiers are prone to being indicted. It is my duty, first and foremost, to see that the invisible hand performs its magical work, and to this end, I must needs engage in human resource management. The orders of the free market, and more specifically those of the cardinal, must be carefully executed. And of course, it is my responsibility to make sure that the spirit, if not the letter, of the laws of this great country are carefully followed.

DPonzi could not repress a smile, and this smile convinced M. de Blankfein that he was not dealing with a fool. Therefore he changed the subject and came at once to the point.

I have loved your father, said he. When the Soviet Union fell, we ran plutonium from Ukraine, made a fortune. What can I do for his son? Tell me quickly, for my time belongs to various portfolios.

Sir, said dPonzi, in quitting New Jersey, and coming here, I wished to ask of you, as a memorial of the business partnership you have not forgotten, a brokership in the House of Goldman. But after all I have seen during these last two hours, I comprehend that such a favor is enormous, and tremble lest I should not merit it.

It is truly a great favor, young man, said M. de Blankfein; but it cannot be so far above you as you believe. However, the board of directors has provided a decision for this case; I regret to inform you that no one is received amongst the Financiers who has not invented certain brilliant schemes, passed the ordeal of several lobbying campaigns, sold eyeglasses to a blind woman, or served for two years in some less favored bank than our own.

DPonzi bowed in silence, knowing that his salesmanship and strategic schemery might be relatively lacking for the purpose of obtaining a fighting commission in Wall Streets most profitable corporation. But at the same time, he felt more eager than ever to don the uniform of the Financiers, since that object could only be obtained with great difficulty.

But, continued M. de Blankfein, fixing his piercing look upon our young hero, as if he wished to penetrate the inmost recesses of his potential net worth, for the sake of my ancient crony, your father, I wish to do something for you. Young man, I was once an upstart such as yourself, and have heard that your family has taken a nasty tumble. I fear for your pocketbook; it can scarce be in possession of various gold cards.

DPonzi drew himself up with a proud air, which seemed to say, I ask only the opportunity to defraud my own victims.

It is well, young man, said de Blankfein. I understand your feelings. I went to Harvard Law, and yet must admit: I came to Manhattan with only a stack of reindeer antlers and two bags of gold nuggets, items I managed to acquire by hustling a Canadian in a loaded game of blackjack. And I would have fought any one who had dared to dispute my ability to purchase the Empire State Building, or sell the Brooklyn Bridge.

DPonzi assumed a still prouder air. Thanks to the sale of the BMW, he had begun his career with assets exceeding those of the young Blankfein, not counting for inflation.

I should say, therefore, said Blankfein, that however large may be the sum you possess, you ought to increase it. In the meantime you must perfect yourself in all those shenanigans which become a gentlebroker. I will this very day write a letter to the president of the Columbia Business School, who will receive you tomorrow without any fee. Do not refuse this pulling of strings; gentlebrokers of the highest rank and wealth are often refused admission, at least until their families have donated a new building wing. At Columbia Business, you will learn to fence; you will master the arts of calculation, bribery, analysis, lobbying, modeling, and persuasion; discover ways to circumvent regulation and avoid taxation, nay, to rewrite the laws themselves; to finagle government funds for your own purposes; and to mouth free-market platitudes for the rubes. Should you apply yourself to your studies, you may even learn to dance the foxtrot, and to order properly in expensive restaurants. From time to time you must personally apprise me of your progress, and let me know if I can do anything for you.

DPonzi, ignorant as he was of the manners of high society, felt the coldness of this reception.

Alas, sir, said he, I now deeply feel the want of the letter of introduction which my father gave me for you.

I am, in truth, somewhat shocked, replied M. de Blankfein, that you should have undertaken so long a journey without that necessary passport, the sole resource of a young gentlebroker hoping to step onto the ladder.

I had a letter, sir  a damn good one, cried dPonzi, but was villanously robbed of it. And with a degree of warmth and an air of truth which charmed M. de Blankfein, he recounted his adventure at the Pump n Jump, accurately describing his unknown adversary.

It is very strange, mused M. de Blankfein. You spoke of me openly, did you?

Yes, sir. I certainly committed that faux pas; but such a name as yours served me as a shield on my journey; therefore you can forgive me if I frequently covered my ass with it.

It was an age of flattery, and M. de Blankfein loved the fix as well as any junky. He could not help smiling, therefore, with evident satisfaction; but this smile soon passed away. Returning to the adventure at the Pump n Jump, he continued:

Tell me, had this gentleman a slight scar on the cheek?

Yes; as if left by the nails of a stiffed hooker.

Was he not a man of commanding air?

Yes.

With an olivine complexion?

Yes.

Riding a Rolls Royce?

Yes, yes, that is he; but do you know this man, sir? Ah! if I ever meet him  and I will find him, I swear to you, even were he in hell 

He accompanied a woman, did he not? continued M. de Blankfein.

Accompanied, I know not; but he conversed with one before departing.

Do you know the subject of their conversation?

He gave her a box, which he said contained important instructions, and desired her not to open it until she arrived in Washington.

Was this woman an Englishwoman?

He called her milady.

It is he, murmured Blankfein: it must be. I thought he was at Hong Kong.

Oh, sir, exclaimed dPonzi, if you know this man, tell me who and where he is, and I will hold you absolved even of your promise to admit me amongst the Financiers; for before and above everything else, I long to avenge myself.

Beware, young man, said M. de Blankfein. Should you perceive this man walking on one side of the street, instead of seeking your revenge, proceed yourself on the opposite side; precipitate not yourself against such a rock, upon which you will assuredly be shattered like glass.

Such terrors will not deter me, should I ever meet him, said dPonzi.

In the meantime, do not seek him, replied Blankfein. If you take my advice 

But all at once M. de Blankfein paused, as if struck by a sudden suspicion. The deadly hatred which the young traveler so openly avowed for this man who had deprived him of his fathers letter  which was in itself a very improbable circumstance  might not this apparent enmity conceal some perfidy? Was not this young man sent from Washington? Had he not come to lay a trap for him? Could not this dPonzi be an emissary of bureaucrats and politicians hoping to introduce the young gentlebroker into his house, to worm him into his confidences and schemes, and afterwards to betray him? He looked more earnestly at dPonzi than at first, and was but slightly reassured by the appearance of that countenance, beaming with acute talent and affected humility. I know very well that his father wishes him a Financier, thought Blankfein; but perhaps he is one of those rebellious young pinkos who defies his father for the sake of communist sympathies. He could even be wearing a wire: FBI, SEC, Postal Service, devil knows. Yet I will try him further.

Young man, said M. de Blankfein, as the son of mine ancient friend  for I consider the history of this lost letter to be true  I wish, in order to compensate for the coolness which you perceived in my first reception, to reveal to you the secrets of our politics. King Bushos and Cardinal Bernanke never disagree. Similarly, the U.S. Congress and the American banking industry are comrades in arms; their apparent disputes are merely to deceive the naive and provide political entertainment to the Six Packs. Knowing these truths, I do not wish that my countryman, a handsome cavalier, a brave youth, formed to rise in the world, should be the dupe of all these pretenses, and, like a simpleton, rush headlong into the snare which has made ridiculous examples of so many others. Rest assured that I am entirely devoted both to the elected government, and to the propertied classes; to the common man as well as the uncommon rich; and that all my serious proceedings can never have any other object in view than the service of the public, and of the dollar, upon which the public depends. Now, young man, regulate your conduct by this; and should you, through your family or connections, or even your instincts, bear the slightest hostility towards a democratic system with occasional redistributionist tendencies, such as you may have seen burst forth occasionally amongst our nobility, take your leave, and quit me. I can assist you in a thousand ways, without attaching you to my own person. At all events, I hope my frankness will make you my friend, for you are the first young man to whom I have as yet spoken in this manner.

Blankfein ceased speaking, but he thought to himself, If someone has really sent me this young fox, they would surely not fail  they who know how much I loathe democracy and public accountability  to tell their spy that the best way of paying court to me is to sling mud at the feds. Therefore, in spite of my protestations, the cunning fellow will doubtless say that he detests those rabble-rousers in Washington.

The result, however, was far different from M. de Blankfeins anticipations. DPonzi replied, with the utmost simplicity, Sir, I am come to Manhattan with the exact same sentiments and intentions as those you have just described. My father charged me to obey no one but the king, the cardinal, and yourself, whom he considers the three greatest men in America, and thus the world. Hence, I have the greatest veneration for both private and public sectors, and the most profound respect for the necessity of each in their proper sphere. It is, therefore, so much the better for me, sir, if you are speaking frankly, since you will then do me the honor to esteem this similarity of opinions; but if, on the contrary, you entertain any feelings of distrust respecting me, so much the worse, as I shall then feel that I am ruined by speaking the truth.

M. de Blankfein was astonished. So much penetration, and yet so much candor, excited his admiration, although they failed in wholly removing his doubts. The more superior this youth was to other young men, the more formidable an informant he would make. Nevertheless, he grasped dPonzis hand, and said to him, You are a man of flexible ethics and potent insight; but at present I can only do for you what I have promised. In the meantime, my penthouse shall always be open to you; so that, having access to me at all times, and being ready to take advantage of every opportunity, you will probably hereafter obtain the fortune you desire.

That is to say, replied dPonzi, that you will wait till I have become worthy of it. Rest assured that you will not have to wait long; He bowed to retire, as if the future lay with himself.

But wait a moment, said M. de Blankfein, stopping him: I promised you a letter to the president of Columbia Business. Are you too proud to accept it, my young gentlebroker?

No, sir, replied dPonzi; and I will answer for it that the same fate that overtook my fathers letter shall not occur to this, which I shall take good care shall reach its destination, and woe be to him who shall attempt to deprive me of it.

M. de Blankfein smiled at this burst of bombast, and, leaving our young hero standing at the window where they had been talking, sat down to write the promised letter of introduction. In the meantime, dPonzi, who had nothing better to do, amused himself by tapping a techno beat on the window and spying into the windows of the skyscraper across the street. M. de Blankfein, having written the letter and sealed it, approached the young man to give it to him; but at the very moment when dPonzi held out his hand to receive it, M. de Blankfein was astonished to perceive his protégé spring up, redden with anger, and rush towards the exit, exclaiming

Son of the great harlot! He shall not escape me this time!

And who is he? demanded M. de Blankfein

It is he  my man of the Pump n Jump! replied dPonzi, Oh, bottle collector that he is, and engaged in the skyscraper opposite!  and he vanished.

Devil take this hothead! murmured M. de Blankfein, unless it is, after all, a clever mode of giving me the slip, seeing that he has failed in his attempts to catch me dealing dirt on the wire.



IV. The Shoulder of Kronius, the Belt of Usurios, and the Handkerchief of Konmann

DPonzi crossed the antechamber in three leaps. He had nearly reached the elevator bank when, oblivious to all dangers, he ran head foremost against a Financier who was just then stepping naked from one of de Blankfeins marble steam rooms. DPonzi struck the mans shoulder violently, and made him utter a cry, or rather a howl.

Excuse me, said dPonzi, trying to continue his course; excuse me, I am in such a rush.

But he had hardly taken his first step, before a hand of iron seized him by the bow tie and stopped him.

You are in a hurry! exclaimed the Financier, his eye still swollen, and under this pretext you dash against me. You say, Excuse me, but this is not sufficient; I demand a written apology, on the stationery of a respectable firm, not to mention financial reimbursement, under threat of lawsuit.

I belong to no firm! said dPonzi, seeing that it was Kronius, who, after the blood transfusion, had fancied a steam. Upon my word, I did not run against you on purpose; therefore, the expression of apology seems quite sufficient. Nevertheless  and this time perhaps it is an excess of courtesy  upon my honor, I am in a hurry, a confounded hurry; loose me, therefore, I beseech you; I have urgent business.

Sir, said Kronius, releasing him, you are impolite; it is evident that you are bred of Six Pack stock.

DPonzi had already taken several steps towards the elevators, but at this remark of Kronius, he stopped short. Sir, said he, from whatever stock I may come, I assure you that you are not the man to give me a lesson in good manners.

Perhaps I am, replied Kronius.

Zounds! Would that I were not in such haste, exclaimed dPonzi, and that I were not running after someone!

Gentlebroker in a rush! You will find me without running; do you understand?

And where, may it please you?

At Starbucks, Hoboken.

At what hour?

About twelve oclock.

Very well, I will be there.

Take care that you do not make me wait too long, said Kronius, for I tell you plainly: at a quarter past twelve, it is I that will run after you, and cut off a piece of your booty as you flee!

Good! exclaimed dPonzi, but I will take special care to be there at ten minutes before twelve.

He started running again as if possessed by devils, hoping still to catch the stranger, who might not exit the skyscraper opposite until dPonzi was there to catch him coming out. Climbing into the elevator, he forced the other passengers, at the point of his rapier, to ride straight to the lobby without pressing any buttons, to speed his descent. But just outside the elevator doors on the first level, Usurios was engaged in conversation with another Financier, and between these two there was just enough space for a man to pass. DPonzi took the space as sufficient for him, and shot forward like an arrow between the two. He had not, however, made allowance for the ventilation system, which, as he passed, fanned out the enormous cloak of Usurios, into which dPonzi plunged. Usurios had excellent reasons for not abandoning this most essential part of his outfit, therefore he instinctively drew it towards him, such that dPonzi found himself rolled up in the velvet.

DPonzi, entangled and blinded by the cloak, struggled to escape. Usurios cursed; dPonzi feared that he had damaged the magnificent jeweled belt which had caused such a sensation earlier on. But on recovering his powers of vision he found his nose jammed between the shoulders of Usurios at such an angle that he saw only the rear of his fine belt, and his butt bulging below. Alas! Like the majority of fine things in this world, which are only made for outward show, the diamonds on the back of the belt were obvious cubic zirconia, convincing from a distance, but unable to stand up to close scrutiny. Usurios, proud as he appeared, was so poor as to be unable to afford a belt made entirely of emeralds and diamonds.

Whore of Babylon! cried Usurios, making every effort to free himself from dPonzi, who kept poking his nose into his back; you are mad to throw yourself upon people in this manner.

Excuse me, said dPonzi, reappearing from beneath the shoulders of the giant, but I was in a hurry; I am running after someone 

And do you shut your eyes when you run? demanded Usurios

No, answered dPonzi, pointlessly offended. No, and, thanks to my eyes, I can see what others do not see.

Whether Usurios understood him or not, he yet gave way to his anger. Sir, said he, you will one day be chastised, if you thus rub against the Financiers.

Chastised, sir! said dPonzi. Your expression is harsh.

It is such as becomes a man who is accustomed to outmaneuvering his enemies.

But of course! jested dPonzi, for I know well that you must maneuver quite craftily, to avoid showing those cheapskate rocks! and the young man, delighted with this burn, marched off, laughing outrageously.

Usurios foamed with anger, and hastened after dPonzi, his hand on the pommel of his sword. But dPonzi turned and said 

Presently, presently, when you are without your cloak.

At one oclock, then. Rockefeller Center, where they put the Christmas tree.

Very well, at one oclock, answered dPonzi, moving towards the exit. With his first step into the sunshine, he saw the stranger of the Pump n Jump exit the skyscraper opposite and mount his Rolls Royce, which began to gallop off. DPonzi attempted to hail a passing taxi, without success. But luck and cunning had not deserted our young cavalier, for at that very moment, a pizza delivery boy on a bicycle trotted past. DPonzi ran after him, tackled him onto the pavement, and started emptying his own pockets of whatever money remained from the sale of yesterdays BMW. Seeing that this amounted to no more than a few spare fivers and a roll of quarters, he showered them on the stunned delivery boy. Should you invest this sum wisely, yelled dPonzi, Im confident that these few dollars will cover the bike and all necessary medical expenses; thats the beauty of the free market! 

Upset at having achieved personal bankruptcy, but confident of his prospects, especially after patting the breast pocket of his jacket, which held his mothers scheme, dPonzi mounted the bicycle and galloped after the Rolls Royce, but soon lost his quarry, who had caught the traffic lights most conveniently.

Beelzebubs toenails! murmured dPonzi, reflecting on the events which had just transpired. It was scarcely eleven oclock, and already the morning had brought with it the loss of M. de Blankfeins favor, since he must have deemed the mode in which dPonzi left him extremely abrupt. Besides this, he had picked up duels with two men, each of them capable of slaying three dPonzis. Lastly, these duels were with Financiers, with the very individuals whom he esteemed so highly as to rank them in his mind and heart above all the world. 

The Fates were against him. Certain of being killed by Kronius, it is clear our youth did not care much about Usurios. However, as hope is the last thing which is extinguished in our hearts, he began to imagine he might survive  perhaps with some terrible wound. At least, should the duel turn to financial matters, dPonzi reflected that his family had no assets to speak of, and that the only possible consequence was being framed for some kind of white-collar crime. This was no light matter; dPonzi did not possess an attorney, and thus would have preferred not to be indicted for fraud, if he could manage it. But survival  in the midst of these dark musings, it appeared to him as a distinct possibility.

Following this impression, he gave himself the following scoldings as a guard for the future: What a moron I am! What a bonehead! This brave and unlucky Kronius was wounded in the shoulder, upon which I must therefore butt like a ram. The only reason he did not kill me on the spot is that he was naked, direct from the steam room, and without his sword. As for Usurios  oh! as for Usurios, it is even more ridiculous. Can I yet afford a belt with any diamonds or emeralds whatsoever? He would doubtless have pardoned me, if I had not jested over his belt. Should you escape, which is not very probable, you must practice courtesy for the future; hereafter everyone must admire you, or fear the hidden threats behind your innocent-seeming words. To be obliging and polite, or at least to pretend, is a worthy thing, when one is trying to get ahead in the world. Of course, with some people, it is best to act like a jerk. And yet observe Konmann: he is softness and grace personified, and yet no doubt capable of getting the better of anyone, given the proper opportunity, and with a singular application of force, or the correct combination of sugary words. The future approaches; I will make him my model. Ah! bizarrely enough, here he is.

DPonzi, thus walking and contemplating, had nearly reached the Hudson quay, upon which he perceived Konmann talking gaily with three attorneys of the cardinals guards. Although Konmann perceived dPonzi, he had not forgotten that it was before this young man that M. de Blankfein had given way to passion; a witness to the disgraceful lecture that the Financiers had received was by no means agreeable to him. He therefore pretended not to see him; but dPonzi, full of his new-formed plans of conciliation and courtesy, approached the four young men, accompanied by a gracious smile. Konmann bowed slightly, but did not smile. Silence fell upon the group. DPonzi was acute enough to perceive that he was an intruder, but he was not sufficiently skilled in the ways of polite society to withdraw himself dexterously. He sought within himself for some means of retreat which might be the least awkward, when suddenly he perceived that Konmann had dropped his handkerchief, and, inadvertently no doubt, set his foot upon it. The moment appeared to be favorable for repairing his ill-timed intrusion; he therefore stooped down with the most graceful air imaginable and drew the handkerchief from under the Financiers foot, saying, as he presented it to Konmann, I believe, sir, this is a handkerchief which you would be sorry to lose.

But as soon as he had said it, dPonzi discovered that this handkerchief was in fact not a handkerchief at all, but rather a pair of lace panties, richly embroidered. Golden bulls stalked the waistband; the left cheek showed a coat of arms featuring derivatives and sundry calculus equations; and in the tender sections was sewn, in silky thread, a bevy of insider information: mergers under secret negotiation, planned public announcements, the contents of confidential policy documents. Konmann blushed excessively, and snatched, rather than took, the panties from the hands of our feckless hero.

Ah! ah! said one of the attorneys, will you still insist, most discreet Konmann, that you are on bad terms with the Madame de Merrill Lynch, when that gracious lady condescends to lend you her naughtiest lingerie?

Konmann threw such a glance at dPonzi as makes a man understand that he has gained a mortal enemy. Then, resuming his soft air, he said, you guess wrong, comrades. These panties are not mine, and I know not why this gentlebroker has had the fancy to give them to me, rather than to one of you; and as a proof of what I say, here is my own underwear in my pocket. So saying, he drew from his pocket a set of Gucci boxer shorts, a very handsome pair of fine satin, although satin at that time was very dear; but they were without embroidery, destitute of markings or coats of arms, and lacking the adornment of profitable secrets.

This time dPonzi was silent. But the friends of Konmann would not allow themselves to be convinced by his transparent denial; furthermore, they smelled a windfall; and one of them, addressing the young Financier with an affected air of solemnity, said

If what you say is true, my dear Konmann, I am compelled to demand possession of these panties, the Madame de Merrill Lynch being, as you are aware, one of the cardinals favored cathouses, and furthermore one of my confidential clients. I should not wish anyone to display the lingerie of her corporate ladyship, not even as a trophy.

You make this demand with a bad grace, replied Konmann, and on this ground alone, even were I to admit its justice fundamentally, I should still refuse to comply with your request.

The fact is, modestly observed dPonzi, I did not see the panties fall from the pocket of M. Konmann; he had set his foot upon them, however, hence my reason for supposing that they belonged to him.

And you were mistaken, sir, coldly replied Konmann, not very grateful for the apology. Then, turning to the lawyer who had avowed himself the protector Madame de Lynch, he added, besides, on reflection, my worthy comrade, I protect the cardinals interests as well as any one of his hired lackeys, yourself included; thus I must needs confiscate these panties; for strictly speaking, they might have come from your pocket as well as mine.

Upon my honor, said the attorney, they most certainly did not fall from my pocket, and thus I am the most trustworthy caretaker of their lucrative… um, I mean, the honor of…

Stop babbling, man, interrupted Konmann. You swear by your honor, and I pledge my word; therefore one of us must evidently lie, if not both of us together. But come, Pyramidos, let us do something better than indulge in these philosophical discussions. Keep your dirty mouths shut, and I shall bribe you all three, and perhaps even throw in a cut for the graceless young pup who has disturbed our conversation; and with this he indicated dPonzi.

Pyramidos gawked. A cut of the info?

Shut your trap, fool! One never knows when a lackey of the SEC might be eavesdropping about. At this, his voice dropped to a whisper. To cut the info, we would have to mutilate the panties; nay, we shall cut the profits instead.

Perfectly fair, cried the other two attorneys; and decidedly worthy of signatures in blood. Konmann, you are certainly prospering by the strength of your bootstraps! exclaimed the young men, indulging in hearty laughter. 

The windfall percentage, as may be imagined, was negotiated into a verbal contract; and for any man who might loosen his lips concerning the shenanigan, it was agreed that all other parties to the contract should not rest until poverty and disgrace had descended upon the stool pigeon. Immediately afterwards, the conversation ceased, and the conspirators separated with a firm shaking of hands, the three attorneys going one way, and Konmann another.

Now is my opportunity for making a separate peace with this gentlebroker, mentally ejaculated dPonzi, who had kept somewhat aloof during the negotiations, and who now approached Konmann, who was departing without taking any further notice of him.

I hope, sir, that you will excuse me, said he, addressing Konmann.

Sir, rejoined the latter, you must permit me to remark, that you have not acted in this affair as one of the old boys would have done.

What inference, sir, am I to draw from your remark?

Why, sir, I take it for granted that you are not a fool, and that, although coming from the provinces, you must be well aware that no one walks upon embroidered panties without sufficient reason for so doing. Zounds, sir! Manhattan is not paved with satin, nor with actionable insider information that any Six Pack might stumble upon.

You do me injustice, sir, and I hope you are not trying to welch on my percentage, said dPonzi, in whom the instinctive love of a quick buck defeated any embarrassment at the social blunder he had committed. I have not yet been blessed with the title of Financier; and yet, I insist upon being rewarded for my successes; nay, I insist upon being rewarded for my failures as well!

The agreements we have made shall stand, said Konmann. Furthermore I will seek no quarrel with you, if you keep your silence. And yet I must needs vouchsafe my reputation; my path to televangelism shall not be impeded by skeletons in the closet; and insider trading, as you well know, is officially frowned upon by the cardinal, not to mention those meddlesome bumblers in Congress.

I am capable of snowjobbing the Congress as well as any man.

Then why did you perpetrate such a gaffe as to give me the panties?

Why were you so clumsy as to let them fall?

Even if they had fallen from my pocket, and they had not, the honor of a corporate whore would seal my lips, as it should have sealed yours.

DPonzi, not fully accustomed to business-world doublespeak, saw here a grave insult; journeying through the land of lies, he erred and took one personally, thus provoking from himself a hot retort.

If you are such a bumbling klutz, said he, perhaps you should consider wearing the panties. But even then, you would drop them too often; an unfortunate instance should some crafty stranger endeavor to shatter your rearguard.

Ah! is this the tone you choose to assume, sir gentlebroker? Well, I must teach you to behave better.

No need to wait for that television contract; I shall make you a feature on the six oclock news. Draw, if you please, this instant?

No, said Konmann, I thank you, my fine fellow; not here, at any rate. Do you not perceive that NYPD prowler across the street, filled with trigger-happy squarejohns? I wish, before parting, to kill you, and take your percentage for my own. But make yourself quite easy on that score; I will kill you at leisure, in a retired and secret spot, since your lips do flap so freely.

Dont get your panties in a bunch, replied dPonzi, and wear them, as I recommended. They are a size smaller than your own, and will perhaps make your penis appear larger.

Spoken like a true Jersey Boy, sir, said Konmann.

Yes, but that is no reason why you should delay our little affair, unless, indeed, you have misplaced your rapier, as you did your lingerie.

That length of steel, though indispensable to any Financier, might well be unnecessary; with a single cold call, I could convince you to auction yours at market, and place the proceeds in my Swiss account, replied Konmann. At two oclock I shall have the honor of awaiting you at the lobby of Goldman Sachs, whence I will conduct you to a more convenient spot.

The two young men then bowed to each other, and parted. Konmann proceeded towards a taxi stand; while dPonzi, finding that the time approached, rode his bicycle through the Holland Tunnel to Starbucks at Hoboken, all the while inwardly ejaculating  Positively, I cannot escape! But at least, if I am killed, it will be by a Financier.



V. The Cardinals Financiers and the Pawns of Congress

DPonzi was friendless in Manhattan. He therefore went to meet Kronius without being provided with an attorney, accountant, or surgeon, having made up his mind to be satisfied with whatever lackeys accompanied his adversary. Besides, he fully intended to offer the brave Financier all suitable apologies, but, at the same time, to betray nothing having the slightest appearance of cowardice. And if Kronius should prove unable to wield a rapier, dPonzi thought he might challenge him to a friendly game of frame Grandma, in which they would attempt to have the matron of the others clan picked up for petty wire fraud by investigators from the U.S. Postal Service.

Our hero doubted that he would survive the next two hours, and doubted even more that his familys precarious situation would not be somehow worsened by an opponents scheme. And yet he had by no means resigned himself to his hopeless fate. He pondered upon the different characters and abilities of those with whom he was about to engage, and at length began to obtain a clearer view of his situation. By means of the sincere apology which he contemplated, he hoped to conciliate Kronius, whose aristocratic air and obvious connections quite delighted him. He might even be willing to sacrifice Grandma for the sake of short-term pacification; she could always be bailed out with the future proceeds from the pyramid scheme, or from whatever other quick-buck opportunities might present themselves. He then flattered himself that he might intimidate Usurios by relating the adventure of the zirconia belt, whose story, if dPonzi were not immediately killed, he might disclose to the public ear, so as to overwhelm him with ridicule and cripple his ability to injure our hero effectively. Lastly, as regarded the quiet Konmann, his fears were slight. Supposing that he should survive to fight the future televangelist, he entertained no doubt that his adrenaline would be pumped, and that he would find some way to pull through the conflict, or, at all events, by wounding him in the face (as Caesar recommended his men to do with Pompeys soldiers), so spoil for ever that photogenic beauty which was necessary for success in broadcasting.

Full of these ideas, he sped as if on wings to Starbucks at Hoboken, a broad-windowed franchise which adjoined a check-cashing joint and was surrounded by parks and meadows which generally served as a rendezvous for those combatants who needed a jolt of caffeine to steady their nerves at the moment of truth.

As dPonzi came in sight of the famed coffee establishment, Kronius was already on the ground, and twelve oclock was striking. He was therefore as punctual as the Wall Street trading bell, and the most rigorous stickler to the laws of dueling could have found nothing to censure.

Kronius, who continued to suffer severely from his wound, had seated himself on a fire hydrant, where he awaited his adversary with that air of calmness and dignity which never forsook him. As dPonzi approached, he arose, and politely advanced some steps to meet him; while dPonzi, on his part, went towards his antagonist bowing until his plume touched the ground.

Sir, said Kronius, I expected two of my friends, who together are to act as my attorney, accountant, and surgeon, but they are not yet arrived. I am surprised that they should be so late, as they are generally punctual!

I have none of these resources, sir, said dPonzi. I only arrived in Manhattan yesterday; consequently I am unknown to anyone here except M. de Blankfein, the former accomplice of my father.

Kronius mused for an instant, and said: So M. de Blankfein is your only acquaintance?

Yes, sir; I know no one but him.

Ah! sighed Kronius. If I should make short work of you, I shall acquire the reputation of a child-eater.

Not entirely so, sir, answered dPonzi with a bow. Not quite so, since you do me the honor of drawing your sword against me while suffering from wounds which must occasion you great inconvenience.

Inconvenience! Upon my honor, you injured me terribly. But I will wield my rapier with my left hand, my mobile with my right. Do not imagine that I do you a favor, as I fight equally well with either hand, and lie with equal facility from either side of my mouth.

On that note, said dPonzi, since I have injured you just this morning, I would have liked to suggest that we attempt to game one anothers assets, rather than endure a swordfight. Alas, the thing is impossible; I am just starting out in the world, and have few assets to brag of; I cannot suggest financial dueling and be thought less than a coward.

You speak well, but suddenly, said Kronius, and though I must teach you a lesson in etiquette, perhaps it need not be so drastic as I had imagined. You may take me at my word; I shall most probably kill you, for my injury is not grave. And yet, if we should survive, I shall hereafter have sincere pleasure in your acquaintance.

Really, sir, said dPonzi, again bowing, you yourself are so very courteous that I cannot be sufficiently grateful.

You overwhelm me, replied Kronius, with the air of a well-bred man; if it be not disagreeable to you, pray let us converse upon some other subject. Ah! how my eye swells shut!

Would you permit me? said dPonzi.

To do what, sir? inquired Kronius.

When I was being initiated into the most prestigious secret brotherhood of my prep school, whose name I must conceal, as I will now reveal a rite, my entire body was slathered with K-Y Jelly before I ran a naked gauntlet with my hands glued to my genitals. I do confess that this accursed lubricant entered my eyes, a circumstance even more regrettable than the many bruises I received from the dildos my brothers wielded so mercilessly.

Your point being?

When I at last had the opportunity to repose, a fellow initiate did wash mine eyes with sea salt and baby shampoo, a balm I found most soothing. Might I prepare thee such a solution? When thy cure is completed, it would be a great honor for me to cross swords with you, or to engage in any contest you deem fitting.

DPonzi uttered these words with a simplicity which did honor to his courtesy, without in the slightest degree detracting from his courage.

By my faith! exclaimed Kronius, this is a proposition which much pleases me, not that I should think of accepting it. But it savors of the noble fratboy, and it was thus that, in the days of Jesse James, free men and outlaws spoke. Unfortunately, however, we do not live in the Wild West, but in a fallen paradise now slouching towards Bolshevism, burdened more and more by excessive regulation, taxation without representation, and a bleeding-heart judiciary. Three days hence, however well we might preserve our secret, it should appear suspicious if one of us were to be smitten by the others hand, or flim-flammed by the others tongue. But, he added, with some impatience, these lackeys are laggards.

If you are in haste, sir, said dPonzi, and should wish to dispose of me at once, dispense with the lackeys, I beseech you. We have agreed to fight, not defraud, so accountants and lawyers should prove unnecessary; as to the surgeon, let us trust to our luck that one shall pass by in our need.

This speech of yours pleases me still more, said Kronius, gracefully bowing to dPonzi. It does not seem that of a man who lacks either head or heart. I admire men of your stamp, and yet let us wait for my companions; they shall consider me rude if they are not here to witness your disemboweling. Ah! My man approaches.

As he spoke, the gigantic form of Usurios was seen exiting a luxurious gypsy cab.

What! exclaimed dPonzi, can M. Usurios be a worthy lackey? He is neither lawyer, accountant, nor surgeon; indeed, he is a Financier.

Nonsense, replied Usurios, having overheard dPonzis exclamation. I am certainly known as a creative accountant in some circles, when the circumstances are ripe. And to serve as lackey, Kronius is the only man to whom I would consent, for he has pulled off schemes I can only dream of.

And here is the other, said Kronius.

DPonzi looked over his shoulder and beheld Konmann, also fresh from a taxi.

What! cried dPonzi, addressing Kronius in a tone of yet greater astonishment. Konmann is also a Financier, and as for him, he is a man of schemes equal to your own; how can he serve as a lackey?

I serve not as one lackey, but as two, replied Konmann. I have passed the bar exam in both New Jersey and New York, and furthermore worked three years as a vascular surgeon under a counterfeit license to pay my law school fees.

Trouble yourself not with these objections, said Kronius. Regardless of qualifications, we are known at court as the three inseparables. Even if my companions did not possess the qualifications they claim, we would lie together, and say they did.

Really, gentlebrokers, said dPonzi, you are well-appointed; and should my adventure become known, it will at least prove that like draws to like.

At these words Usurios turned, and let his jaw drop. We may mention, in passing, that he was no longer wearing his zirconia belt.

It is with this gentlebroker that I am about to fight, said Kronius, pointing towards dPonzi, and at the same time saluting him.

I also am going to fight him, replied Usurios.

But not until one oclock, interrupted dPonzi.

And I also  it is with him that I am to fight, said Konmann, who had arrived on the ground just after Usurios.

Our appointment, however, is for two oclock, replied dPonzi, with the same coolness.

But what are you going to fight about, Kronius? demanded Konmann.

Upon my faith, I do not well know, except that he hurt my shoulder.

And you, Usurios?

I fight because I fight, replied Usurios, his face reddening.

Kronius, whom nothing escaped, perceived a slight smile curling the lips of our hero.

We had a dispute about geology, said dPonzi. The provenance of stones, to be exact.

And you, Konmann? demanded Kronius.

Me? I fight on account of a theological dispute, answered Konmann, making a sign to dPonzi that he wished him to conceal the true cause of their duel.

Really! said Kronius, who observed dPonzi smile again.

Yes, a verse of the Book of Revelations, on which we could not agree, said dPonzi.

Decidedly he is a man of spirit, murmured Kronius.

And now that you are all arrived, gentlemen, said dPonzi, permit me to offer my apologies.

A frown passed over the brow of Kronius, a haughty smile glided over the lips of Usurios, and a negative sign was the reply of Konmann.

You do not rightly understand me, gentlebrokers, said dPonzi, elevating his head, upon which a sunbeam played, gilding its fine and manly lines. I wish to apologize because it is improbable that I shall be able to pay my debt to all three; M. Kronius has the right to kill me first, which greatly decreases the value of your bill, M. Usurios, while it renders yours, M. Konmann, of scarcely the slightest value. I might add that my family has no assets left to con; truly, you could do little more than cash in on the savings of some distant uncared-for relative. Therefore, gentlebrokers, I again repeat my offer of apology. And now, upon your guard!

And with the most gallant and fearless mien he drew his sword.

When you please, sir, said Kronius, placing himself en garde.

But the two rapiers had scarcely met when a party of Washington bureaucrats, commanded by M. de Marx, appeared at the corner of the Starbucks.

The tools of Congress! exclaimed Konmann and Usurios at the same moment. Sheathe swords  gentlebrokers  sheathe swords!

But it was too late. The combatants had been seen in a position which left no doubt of their intentions.

Hollo! cried Marx, advancing towards them, and giving a signal to his men to do the same. Hollo, Financiers! Do you fight over your ill-gotten profits?

You are extremely generous, servants of the public, said Kronius, in a tone of most bitter animosity, for Marx was an agent of the Social Security Administration, and had been one of the aggressors during the strip club soirée. If we seek profits, it is for the good of the market, upon which thy taxes depend. Therefore let us alone, and you will enjoy the spectacle without any of the pain.

Gentlemen, answered Marx, it is with regret I must declare that what you request is impossible. Duty takes precedence, from each according to his ability. Sheathe, therefore, and follow us.

Sir gentlecrat, said Konmann, parodying Marx manner, if it depended upon ourselves, we should accept your polite invitation with the utmost pleasure. But unfortunately the thing is impossible. Cardinal Bernanke has forbidden it, and by the Federal Reserve Act of 1913, you are powerless to countermand his edicts. Go back to Washington; you dont belong in New Jersey, let alone The Big Apple.

This mockery exasperated Marx. We will enchain you, said he. We will bring you before an open committee, slander you in our newspapers, confiscate your assets, and prosecute you to the full extent of the law, should you disobey.

They are five, said Kronius in a low voice, and we are only three; we shall be beaten again, and must die here, or send them to prison in our place; for I positively swear that I will not again appear before the captain a vanquished man.

Kronius, Konmann, and Usurios closed up to each other, while Marx drew up his men. Both drew various instruments; the Financiers their mobiles, the bureaucrats their search warrants and calculators, upon which they warmed up the % button. This moment of delay sufficed for dPonzi to form his resolution. It was one of those moments weighed with a mans whole destiny; it was a choice between the bureaucrats, and the captains of finance; between the Congressmen of Duke Obama, and those heroic individualists who sought to check their legislative aggression, namely, the kindly King Bushos, the mysterious Cardinal Bernanke, and the legally untouchable M. de Blankfein. To fight was to disobey the law, to risk his head, and, with a single blow, to make an enemy of the Congress, a body more powerful than the king himself, at least on paper. All this the young man plainly perceived, and we must do him the justice to declare that he did not hesitate a single instant.

Gentlebrokers, said he, you must allow me to correct one thing which you have said. You affirmed that you were but three; but it appears to me that there are four of us.

You are not one of us, said Usurios

True, replied dPonzi, I have not the salary or bonuses, but I have the heart and soul of a Financier. I feel it, sir, and it compels me, as it were by force.

Hark ye, young man! cried Marx, who doubtless, from dPonzis gestures and the expression of his countenance, had divined his intent. You may retire; we permit you. Save your skin, and that quickly.

But dPonzi moved not a step.

You are unquestionably destined for the board of directors, said Kronius, pressing the young mans hand.

Come, come; decide, decide! exclaimed Marx.

We must make up our minds, said Konmann and Usurios.

We are but three, and one of us wounded, exclusive of this boy, remarked Kronius; and yet it will be said that we were four men.

Aye, but to retreat! said Usurios.

It is difficult, said Kronius.

Quite impossible! said Konmann.

DPonzi comprehended the cause of their irresolution. Gentlebrokers, said he, only try me, and I pledge you my honor that I will not leave this spot except as a conqueror.

What is your name, my fine fellow? said Kronius.

DPonzi, sir.

Well, then, Kronius, Konmann, Usurios, and dPonzi, forward! exclaimed Kronius.

So, you have made up your minds, gentlemen? cried Marx.

Quite so, replied Kronius, raising his hat with one hand, and drawing his sword with the other. We are about to have the honor of screwing you over.

Ah! You resist! cried Marx.

Balls! Does that surprise you?

The nine combatants rushed upon each other. Kronius took Lenin, a ranking member of the Federal Elections Commission; Usurios selected Trotsky, corporate auditor for the Securities and Exchange Commission; and Konmann found himself opposed to two adversaries, Engels and Stalin, government pension accountants both. As for dPonzi, he sprang towards Marx himself.

The clash of steel on steel rang through the meadow, signaling the deadly nature of the contest. But the stakes were higher than the casual observer could have imagined. Lenin, holding Kronius at bay with skillful footwork, attempted to introduce a federal bill for proportional representation, the result of which would certainly be the election of greens, socialists, trade unionists, Mormons, Scientologists, and Jehovahs Witnesses, among other minority riff-raff, to the very government of our beloved nation. But Kronius parried and struck at his foe, drawing blood from his forearm, while simultaneously producing a remarkable piece of paper from the folds of his doublet.

Fiend! cried he, I hold in my hands a valid absentee ballot for the 2008 election, cast in Ohio by a homeless man from Illinois, who was also dead at the time!

Usurios was pressed hard, for the SEC man Trotsky had a wrist like lightning, and skills in international banking. He located several secret accounts in Zurich, held by fake identities that Usurios had so far managed to keep hidden, and attempted to trace these illicit accounts to taxable income on American soil. Usurios repulsed the attack, transferring his Swiss assets to Cyprus and fudging a recent IRS audit to make it look like this Trotsky had embezzled government funds, counterfeited a federal warrant, bribed a grand jury, and impersonated a town constable while masturbating in public, all in the course of a single investigation.

As to Konmann, the pension accountants seemed more than a match. They separated, striking at him from both sides, while simultaneously attempting to implement a generous health insurance plan for federal employees and their dependents, to be paid for by a penny tax on Wall Street trades. Konmann countered, buying expensive golf trips for several key senators, and placing a bill for Social Security privatization back in committee.

The heart of young dPonzi throbbed violently in the combat, not with fear, but with eagerness. He fought with the fury of an enraged tiger, turning round his adversary, and every moment changing his guard and position. Marx was a skillful and experienced swordsman, and no stranger to the careful manipulation of numbers and statistics. He pulled a pair of dice from his breast pocket and rolled a solid 15 on the surface of the meadow; DPonzi fell back, hard-pressed. Emboldened by this successes, Marx then pulled out a calculator and proved, using foolproof arithmetic, that 112% of the U.S. Population lived below the poverty line. But DPonzi kept his cool and struck back, producing seven aces from a five-card poker hand and whipping up sufficient votes for a House resolution that would declare America to be the best country, ever, in the history of the world. Marx, shocked at this sheer chutzpah, and unable to see beyond his narrow leftist ideology, became rash in his attacks, culminating in a tremendous lunge, so clever, so forceful, that it should have dispatched our young hero. But dPonzi, deviating from the rules of fencing, and letting his instincts guide him, refused to break ground or dodge aside; he nimbly parried the blow, which passed through the fabric of his doublet without touching skin, and danced beneath his opponents blade, passing his rapier through his body; Marx fell heavily on the ground.

DPonzi now cast a rapid and anxious glance over the field of battle. Konmann had already killed one of the pension lackeys, but the other pressed him sharply, almost managing to expand Medicare to ages 45 and up. Usurios and the SEC man had both struck blows, Usurios to the thigh, Trotsky to the arm; but as neither of these wounds was severe, they only fought the more fiercely. Kronius, wounded afresh by Lenin, looked more and more pale, and obviously favored his good eye, to the detriment of his technique. According to the laws of dueling in that period, dPonzi was at liberty to assist any one of his companions; and while he sought to ascertain which of them required his aid, he saw Lenin press his attack on Kronius, all the while attempting to cancel government subsidies for the oil industry. DPonzi comprehended the danger at once, and with a single bound he fell on Lenins flank, exclaiming, Turn, gentlecrat, or I disembowel you!

Lenin did turn, just as Kronius, whose extreme courage alone had sustained him, sank upon one knee. Hollo, young man! exclaimed Kronius, do not kill him, I beseech you; I have an old affair to settle with him when I am cured. Disarm him only; deprive him of his sword  thats it, good, very good!

This exclamation escaped Kronius on perceiving the sword of Lenin flying from his hand a distance of twenty paces. DPonzi and Lenin both rushed forward to secure the weapon; but dPonzi, being the most active, reached it first, and placed his foot upon it. Lenin then went to the payroll accountant killed by Konmann, seized his rapier, and rushed back towards dPonzi; but Kronius fell on him afresh, having recovered his breath, and dPonzi perceived that he would offend Kronius if he did not permit him to have his own way. In a few minutes Lenin fell pierced in the throat. At the same moment Konmann placed the point of his sword at the breast of the fallen pensions flunkey and compelled him to beg for mercy.

Usurios and Trotsky alone remained fighting. Usurios, in the midst of the storm, indulged himself in a thousand fantastic jests, asking his adversary if he had ever taxed his mother for being so fat, and congratulating him on his brothers ambition, seeing as Usurios had managed to have that unlucky sibling indicted for attempting to overthrow the lawful government of Wyoming while engaging in unnatural sexual congress with a llama. This jesting, however, gained him no advantage, for Trotsky was one of those indomitable spirits who die, but do not surrender. It was time, however, to stop the fight, as the Hoboken Police might arrive at any moment, and arrest all the combatants, wounded or not, Financier or bureaucrat. Kronius, Konmann, and dPonzi, therefore, surrounded Trotsky, and summoned him to surrender. Alone against all four, and with a wound on his thigh, not to mention a destroyed family and compromised career, Trotsky refused to yield. But Marx, raising himself on his elbow, requested that he desist. Trotsky, however, like dPonzi, had the heart of a lion; he therefore only laughed, and cried, and pretended not to hear; and finding time, between the parries, to point with his sword to the ground at his feet 

Here, said he, will Trotsky die, the sole man standing of those that were with him.

But they are four  four against one! cried Marx; it is not equal; yield, I command you!

Ah, if you command me, it is another thing, said Trotsky; you are my captain, and I must obey.

Suddenly springing backwards, he broke his sword across his knee, in order that he might not give it up, then smashed his mobile beneath his heel, that he wouldnt have to hear any more terrible news. And then, crossing his arms, he whistled the old tune about the farmer who took his repossessed cow back from the bank at gunpoint.

Bravery is always respected, even in an enemy. The Financiers saluted Trotsky with their swords, and returned them to their scabbards. DPonzi did the same. Assisted by Trotsky, the only one who remained on his legs, the victors carried Marx, Lenin, and the pension accountant who was only wounded, into the Starbucks. The fourth, as we have said, was dead. Konmann asked for napkins, stir sticks, and plastic forks, and, pinning his counterfeit surgeons license onto the wall, performed what procedures he could to stop the bleeding.

The soirée at an end, they banqueted upon chocolate-chip brownies, imbibed a few cappuccinos, took phone numbers from several ladies-in-waiting, and set off, intoxicated with joy, towards the Holland Tunnel. They proceeded arm in arm, occupying the whole breadth of the highway; and, as every Financier they met joined in their joyous parade, the march soon became like a meeting of the Chamber of Commerce, except frolicsome. DPonzis heart was in a delirium of exultation as he strolled between Kronius and Usurios.

A pretty good scam we pulled back there, he said to his new friends. But certainly we are capable of better. Is it not so?"
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