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a call option on the iShares 20+
Year Treasury Bond ETF, a posi-
tion that more than tripled in
two days. I fantasized about
seeing the 311% return mush-
room into something bigger.
It was tempting to believe I

had made a smart market call. I
found myself falling into a com-
mon trap that psychologist and
economist Daniel Kahneman
calls the illusion of skill, attrib-
uting my performance to in-
vesting savvy rather than luck.
By Thursday, my portfolio

lost about a quarter of its value.
The contracts that seemed
cheap when I picked them up
littered my portfolio with
losses.
But I wasn’t giving up. I had

been fairly conservative most of
the week, wary of going bust
too soon. With 24 hours left, it
was time to go big.

I picked up an expensive lot-
tery ticket: A call option pegged
to shares of Meta Platforms hit-
ting $440, around 11% above
where they ultimately closed
that day. The contract expired
within 24 hours.
Meta’s earnings report was

imminent, and I put my faith
in Mark Zuckerberg to deliver.
I was sick to my stomach
waiting for the numbers to
cross the wires.
Shortly after 4 p.m., the

mobile and email alerts
poured in: Meta had smashed
expectations. I watched my
computer screen in awe as the
stock rocketed 15% in after-
hours trading, a head-spinning
move for one of the biggest
companies in the world. I felt
lightheaded, like I’d had too
much coffee in the morning.
The next morning, I cashed

in—and, wildly, the payoff was
even bigger than I’d thought.
Right after the opening bell, a
contract I’d bought for $101
fetched $2,210. I quickly sold,
locking in a 2,088% profit. In
less than 60 seconds, my re-
maining account balance had
more than quintupled to
$2,410.61.
In truth, I’m not sure that

I’m a natural at this. I lost
money on 10 of the 15 trades I
placed that week. I felt increas-
ingly desperate to figure out
why I couldn’t score in a game
being played by millions—or, at
times, why they were trying at
all. Then I got lucky with one,
and I understood.
After the market closed, I

told two friends about my jack-
pot over drinks at an Upper
West Side bar. I said I wished I
could keep trading.

research for an article, but I
struggled to focus because it
was too tempting to sneak a
peek to check my positions.
Thinking about rookies

boasting about their wins on
social media made the flops
sting. If they could do it, I
mused, I could too.
I knew I needed to go bigger.

I turned to one of the market’s
riskiest plays, the ProShares Ul-
traPro Short QQQ. It’s a triple-
leveraged ETF designed to
profit when the Nasdaq falls.
My colleagues and I have writ-
ten extensively about the dan-
ger these funds pose, yet here I
was jumping right in.
Ultimately, my bold bet

paid off. The position jumped
about 70% within two days. It
was good. But it wasn’t a jack-
pot. Where were the 100%,
300% or 1,000% returns I’d
heard about?
It’s no coincidence these

trades are booming while online
sports betting is taking the U.S.
by storm. Americans flocked to

DraftKings and FanDuel while
stuck in isolation during the
pandemic. Their popularity has
only grown since.
Robinhood and other brokers

have drawn complaints from in-
vestors who say they are gami-
fying investing.
I got drawn into the game.

Fleeting gains gave me hope
and kept me trading in case a
more explosive return was right
around the corner. And mobile
alerts from Robinhood about
my positions and stocks on my
watch list encouraged me to
hunt for another trade.
Steve Quirk, Robinhood’s

chief brokerage officer, said the
firm has guardrails in place for
options trading and offers con-
tracts expiring the same day
only to those who enroll. Trad-
ers can opt out of alerts, which
Quirk says are designed to keep
them informed.
He disagrees with compari-

sons drawn to gambling. Op-
tions have long allowed traders
to hedge portfolios, speculate
or generate income. Changing
the time frame over which a
trade is placed doesn’t make it
gambling, he said. Quirk com-
pares buying a short-dated op-
tion on a stock to hedge a posi-
tion around its earnings report
to buying home insurance the
exact week you know a hurri-
cane is coming.
“If I buy something and hold

it for a month, it’s not gam-
bling. If I hold it for a week, it’s
gambling? Or if I hold it for a
day, it’s gambling?” he said.
I kept chasing as the week

progressed. I rode a brief rally
in the Treasury market through

would continue. I shelled out
$10 on a call option.
The math seemed straight-

forward: In the worst-case sce-
nario, I’d lose just $10. If I was
right, I imagined that initial in-
vestment could rapidly multiply
to $50, $100 or even more.
No surprise—that didn’t hap-

pen. The contract almost imme-
diately went south, and my Nas-
daq bet zigzagged before ending
up worthless.
I was amazed how easy it

was to trade on Robinhood and
how quickly I lost money. I
spent much of the next few
hours unable to concentrate on
much else. I tried to do some
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Modi canceled two widely
used currency notes to combat
tax evasion, a step that throt-
tled many small businesses
that operated largely on cash
and slowed economic growth.
The decision was a shot in

the arm for Paytm, which im-
mediately advertised its digi-
tal wallet on the front pages
of major newspapers. The
company became synonymous
with mobile payments in India
and has nearly 100 million ac-
tive monthly users.
For years, Paytm was on

the right side of India’s drive
to curb the use of cash and
move more transactions into
the formal domain—and tax
them. In 2017, Paytm Pay-
ments Bank started operations
as a new type of bank in India
intended to serve users who
often struggle to access finan-
cial services. While it couldn’t
lend, it could sell loans and
other financial products from
traditional banks and collect
fees.
But the affiliate ended up in

the crosshairs of India’s cen-

tral bank, which has focused
its sights on reining in new av-
enues of lending and policing
how companies vet new cus-
tomers, affecting both startups
and established financial
firms, such as foreign credit-
card issuers. The RBI, which is
seen as one of the country’s
more methodical regulators,
had previously flagged issues
related to customer due dili-
gence at the Paytm bank, and
last year fined it.
A person familiar with the

matter said the Paytm affiliate
didn’t address the compliance
issues previously raised, lead-
ing to further action. Analysts
said that the stringency of the
Paytm Payments Bank action,
while directed at a single en-
tity, signals that the bank
won’t tolerate lapses. “This is
a warning to the entire sec-
tor,” said Hemindra Hazari, a
banking analyst in Mumbai.
One of the risks Paytm

faces now is that the affiliate’s
regulatory woes drive away a
core income-generating client
base—shopkeepers and mer-

chants who use Paytm’s tech-
nology to conduct transac-
tions for a fee. The hit to
Paytm comes amid growing
competition from competitors
likeWalmart-backed PhonePe
and Alphabet’s Google Pay,
which have taken over market
share.
The government has sought

to temper concerns among
startups sparked by Paytm’s
troubles. In February, Finance
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
met with fintech firms. At the
meeting, Sitharaman asked
regulators, including the cen-
tral bank, to meet startups
monthly to field their con-
cerns over regulation, the
ministry said.
Some experts said drastic

action in this case was war-
ranted.
“The one thing regulators

have realized around the
world is that fining people
fails to have…much of an im-
pact,” said Siddarth Pai,
founding partner of 3one4
Capital, a venture fund that
manages around $500 million.

dia, the U.S. International
Trade Administration,
which supports American
businesses overseas, cited
nontransparent or unpredict-
able regulations and tariffs.
One such move came in Au-

gust last year, when India’s
Ministry of Commerce and In-
dustry abruptly announced
that the import of laptops and
other personal-computing de-
vices would require permits, a
move that would make the
process more onerous. After
an outcry, the government ul-
timately diluted the new rule.
In 2020, Chinese firms and

Indian internet users were
caught off guard by India’s de-
cision to ban 59 Chinese apps,
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citing national security, after
India and China engaged in a
deadly clash on their disputed
Himalayan border. In one fell
swoop, TikTok—owned by Chi-
nese social-media giant Byte-
Dance—lost its biggest mar-
ket. India has banned dozens
more apps since.
Internet-policy experts say

India’s bans should be accom-
panied by more public notice

and disclosures about the pro-
cess. In the U.S., a months-
long legislative process is un-
der way that could potentially
ban TikTok.
India’s trade and technol-

ogy ministries didn’t respond
to requests for comment.
It was India’s most unex-

pected policy move of recent
years that helped Paytm rise
in the first place. In 2016,

A QR code for Paytm’s digital-payment system in Mumbai.
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with the effort. Eventually
Musk and Lemon had a
lengthy call, the person said,
during which the billionaire
made the hard sell. Musk
wasn’t proposing a run-of-the-
mill deal. Lemon would get
paid for some exclusive con-
tent on the platform and his
posts would get boosted
across the platform, helping
give him a valuable audience.
Still, Lemon, who worried

about working with X, insisted
on keeping editorial control.
“He never was my boss,”

Lemon said during an inter-
view Wednesday on CNN.
“They never had any edito-
rial control of the show. The
only reason I was doing it is
because of distribution. I
wanted…my work to be seen
by the biggest number of
people.”
The exact terms of their

agreement haven’t been dis-
closed.
Lemon alluded to the de-

tails during the appearance
on CNN, saying he was free
to post “The Don Lemon

Show” on other platforms in
addition to X, but he had a
deal for additional content
that would run exclusively
on Musk’s platform for a set
period. That bonus material,
such as, perhaps, several
short video clips a week,
was part of a deal that
would give Lemon payments
plus revenue share from X,
according to the person fa-
miliar with the deal.

By the end of 2023, Musk
was trying to convince
the world he wasn’t an-

tisemitic after he amplified
hateful vitriol and faced
claims by an outside group
that certain brand ads were
running near pro-Nazi con-
tent. (He has called his tweet
foolish and the claims unfair.)
Some big advertisers

pulled their spending, fur-
ther hindering the com-
pany’s troubled finances.
In January, Yaccarino

wanted Lemon in Las Vegas
at the large tech conference
known as CES to announce

TIM HIGGINS

Behind the Breakup of Musk and Lemon

D
on Lemon got to
see both sides of
Elon Musk.
First, there was

the charming side
of the billionaire who was be-
hind the scenes wooing
Lemon to bring his style of
on-camera journalism to X,
which Musk insisted was a
home for all sides of debate.
Then there was the rash

side of Musk, who after sitting
down with Lemon for an in-
terview to be released Monday
as part of the newsman’s first
online show, fired off an angry
text to the journalist’s agent:
Contract is canceled.
In that split second, Musk

entered a new stage of public
life as owner of a massive
communication platform. For
the past year or so of his X
ownership, he mostly acted as
host of content and amplifier
of opinions he supported.
Now, he was in a way exerting
editorial control.
For X Chief Executive Linda

Yaccarino, Lemon was sup-
posed to be Exhibit A in the
case that X isn’t a right-wing
partisan tool but, as Musk has
claimed, a town square for all
sides of debate.
Now Lemon is just the lat-

est exhibit of how Musk blows
up plans, another setback in
Yaccarino’s thankless task of
trying to assure brands that
they can trust her and X.
For X, attracting Lemon

marked a strong contrast to
former Fox News star
Tucker Carlson, whose high-
profile embrace of X last
year came as some users
and advertisers worried
about a hard-right turn.
Musk started publicly

courting Lemon in spring of
last year after the newsman

was let go from CNN, where
he had been one of the big
names on the international
news channel.
Musk’s deputy, Yaccarino,

appeared left in a lurch this
past week after having
worked to land Lemon. Her
January announcement of
the Lemon-X partnership
was seen as an antidote for
advertisers nervous about
the billionaire’s erratic ways
and his amplification of
tweets that in recent months
touched on antisemitism, im-
migration and corporate-di-
versity efforts.
Facing competition for viral

content from creators on Tik-
Tok and YouTube, Musk tried
to attract some of cable
news’s biggest stars to X.

Such wins might show
other, lesser-known on-
line creators that X was

the place to monetize their
content.
“Have you considered doing

your show on this platform?”
Musk tweeted at Lemon in
May. “Maybe worth a try. Au-
dience is much bigger.”
Then in June, as Carlson’s

show launched on X, Musk
again made the case for
Lemon and MSNBC star Ra-
chel Maddow to join the
platform. “It’d be great to
have @maddow, @donlemon
& others on the left put their
shows on this platform. No
exclusivity or legal docs re-
quired!” Musk tweeted. “You
will receive our full support.
The digital town square is
for all.”
Behind the scenes, Musk,

Yaccarino and others were
reaching out to Lemon
through texts and calls, ac-
cording to a person familiar

their partnership. Lemon
was part of a slate of shows
for X promised by Yaccarino
that included former Rep.
Tulsi Gabbard and sports
talk show host Jim Rome.
“We’ve been waiting for

your return, Welcome @don-
lemon!!” Yaccarino tweeted.
As winter sped on and it

came time to launch the show,
Lemon asked if Musk was
game to be his first guest, and
the billionaire quickly agreed.
But even as he did, signs

lingered that Musk lost inter-
est in selling X as a warm
welcoming place.
Two days before the inter-

view, Musk was on stage at a
Morgan Stanley conference in
San Francisco where he was
asked about Yaccarino’s recent
efforts to woo advertisers.
Musk passed. “I don’t really

pay a lot of attention.”
The moderator said he

would then skip his question
on efforts to protect advertis-
ers’ brand safety, and Musk
erupted into laughter.
He was then back to Aus-

tin, home of Musk’sTesla, and
was spotted at a party tied to
the South by Southwest festi-
val occurring in the Texas
town the night before the in-
terview with Lemon, held for
90 minutes on March 8.

Only snippets of the in-
terview have been re-
leased so far, including

testy exchanges between
Lemon and Musk over ques-
tions about the billionaire’s
drug use—The Wall Street
Journal has reported that he
has taken ketamine and other
substances—and perceived
failings at fighting hate
speech on X.
Musk has said he never

failed a drug test, and X
says it is making an effort to
reduce the spread of hate
speech.
“Don, the only reason I’m

doing this interview is be-
cause you’re on the X plat-
form and you asked for it,”
Musk told him. “Otherwise, I
would not do this interview.”
The next day, Musk texted

Lemon’s agent that the part-
nership was over.

Lemon and his team as
well as Yaccarino and
her team were left trying

to pick up the pieces, hoping
to rectify the deal, according
to the person familiar with
the matter. One of X’s corpo-
rate accounts reposted a pro-
motion for the show’s debut.
But Lemon concluded that

Musk’s verdict was final. Then
Lemon went public with his
side of the dispute, saying
Wednesday on X that Musk
pulled his promised support
for the show, which will still
be shown on X along with
other platforms.
“His commitment to a

global town square where all
questions can be asked and all
ideas can be shared seems not
to include questions of him
from people like me,” Lemon
wrote in a letter posted on X.
In his own posting, Musk

responded that Lemon’s ap-
proach “was basically just
‘CNN, but on social media,’
which doesn’t work as evi-
denced by the fact that CNN
is dying.”
X and Musk emphasized

that Lemon is free to post his
content on the platform on his
own, like anyone else. The in-
terview is expected to still be
uploaded Monday on X, You-
Tube and elsewhere.
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Linda Yaccarino, CEO of X, and Don Lemon.
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