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Thinking back on my life now that I’ve turned sixty-five, it’s been a good one. Happily married, four grown kids, all making their way here in France; two in Paris, one settling into a new house east of the city, and my youngest building a life in Toulouse.
Plenty of plans for the future: helping them all get established, lending a hand where I can. For now, I close my book, flick off the light, and let myself drift into sleep, ready for a fresh day tomorrow. Maybe I’ll go for a bike ride… or head up to the slopes for a few runs.
Man, it feels like I slept straight through the night. That hasn’t happened in years; I usually get up at least two times to pee.
What time is it? Can’t see my watch. Wait; where’s my watch? I didn’t take it off last night.
Alright, up we go. Can’t turn on the light or I’ll wake the wife. I should’ve laid out my cycling clothes before bed. The air feels cold; different somehow. There’s no faint hum, I hope the heating isn’t on the fritz.
No… this is strange. I feel different. Smaller.
I’m not imagining this; I’ve shrunk. My arms, my legs, my hands… they’re tiny. A ripple of panic. I need a mirror. Where am I?
I’m in a top bunk; a steel-tube frame painted beige, the mattress covered in a scratchy, faded superhero sheet. Below me, someone breathing softly. My brother. My brother? What the hell!
The smell hits me; musty wool blankets, a faint trace of floor wax, and something else… like the scent of crayons.
This is the bedroom we shared as kids. My heart is hammering.
I climb down the ladder, its rungs icy against my bare feet, and pad into the hallway. The air smells faintly of last night’s dinner, meatloaf maybe, and floor polish. The stairs creak exactly where I remember.
In the kitchen, I glance around and the details hit me like a wave: avocado-green cabinets, a chrome toaster, the patterned linoleum curling at the edges.
I slip into the small bathroom. The overhead light flickers before settling into a steady hum. The air smells faintly of Lifebuoy soap and the lemony tang of floor cleaner; scents I haven’t encountered in decades, yet my brain recognizes them instantly.
I move toward the mirror, still half-asleep, but the face staring back jolts me awake.
It’s me.
But not me.
Thick, unruly hair. Smooth, unlined cheeks. Wide, startled eyes. A small mouth hanging open. The shock hits like an electric jolt; my mind is sixty-five, but my body… isn’t.
I grip the porcelain sink to steady myself. The coolness of it, the fine spiderweb cracks in the glaze, the sound of my own quick breathing; all of it feels too detailed, too solid for a dream.
Leaning closer, I search the reflection for some clue that this is a trick: maybe an hallucination, maybe some bizarre VR simulation. But the freckles across my nose; the same ones I’d forgotten existed; are arranged exactly as they were in my old school photos.
I pull at my cheek, watching the skin snap back with a youthful elasticity. My eyes, good grief, my eyes are clear, sharp, and untroubled by reading glasses.
I stand there, paralyzed, until my bladder decides it won’t wait for existential answers. I glance down and stare again at the smallness of everything.
A wave of dizziness passes through me. I back against the wall, tracing my fingertips along its texture; plaster, not drywall, and I can feel the faint grit of old paint under my nails. I reach for the towel rack. The metal is warm from the bulb’s heat. This is no dream.
I look back into the mirror. My chest rises and falls, a little too fast. The boy in the glass follows exactly, as though taunting me. I shake my arms and legs, half-expecting the image to glitch or dissolve. But the movement feels right; the pull of small muscles, the swing of lighter limbs, the cool linoleum under my bare feet.
The house is still quiet.
Could I just play along until this wears off? Maybe. Or maybe I’ve stumbled into something like that 2010 film Inception with DiCaprio; layers of reality folding in on themselves. But even as I think it, I know this is deeper, stranger.
Because beyond the shock, beyond the impossibility, something else is creeping in; the whisper of a dangerous thought.
My stomach growls; breakfast.
In the kitchen again, I flick the light switch without thinking, my fingers finding it in exactly the right spot. Coffee sounds good. But how do you make it here? I never did back then.
The year… when is this? We left Glencoe, Illinois, in 1971. This must be 1970 or earlier. I’m in my ten-year-old body; maybe younger; but with every memory of my sixty-five year old self in France.
The percolator sits in the corner, shiny chrome. I fill it with tap water that runs cold and metallic-tasting, spoon coffee into the basket, and plug it in. It begins to bubble and hiss, filling the air with a rich aroma I haven’t smelled in decades. The sound alone feels like another time; before push-button coffee makers, before Nescafe machines.
Toast sounds good. Wonder Bread in its red, yellow, and blue polka-dot bag. Butter wrapped in thin foil. The toaster pops with a soft metallic click.
I sip the coffee; and it’s awful. Not because it’s bad, but because this mouth hasn’t learned to like it yet. I dump it in the sink and pour a glass of milk from a thick, waxed cardboard carton.
Upstairs, a toilet flushes. Footsteps; light ones. My little brother shuffles into the kitchen, hair sticking up in every direction.
“Good mornin’, Eddy. I want Cheerios,” he mumbles.
I smile. “Good morning, little guy.” The cereal box is right where I remember it; bright yellow with that big red logo. Better make him a bowl.
I figure he must be around four years old; confirming my 1970 estimate. Then I remember: Dad always had the Chicago Tribune delivered, left out by the sidewalk. By instinct, I slip quietly out the garage door, make my way down the frosty driveway. Sure enough, there it is, lying on the lawn in its thin plastic sleeve.
Back in the kitchen, my four year-old brother is shoveling Cheerios into his mouth like he hasn’t eaten in days. I tear open the newspaper; December 1970. The smell of the ink and paper hits me, something you never notice until decades later.
Headlines jump out: IBM Sues Memorex Over Data Storage Patents. Nixon Economic Policy Faces Criticism. U.S. Combat Deaths in Vietnam Declining. A piece on Henry Kissinger. It’s all very real now; this isn’t some fuzzy dream.
What am I doing here? How do I get out? The paper says it’s Saturday, which means my parents will sleep in unless another brother wakes them. There’s no way I can explain this; nobody will believe a wild story about a sixty-five-year-old mind in a ten-year-old body. I’ll have to play for time. Maybe I’ll just wake up tomorrow in my bed in France. But… what if I don’t?
Footsteps on the stairs; heavier, adult. My mom appears in the doorway, holding my two-year-old brother on her hip. She looks impossibly young, though there’s a weariness behind her eyes from giving birth to six kids in eight or nine years.
“Good morning, Mom,” I say, startled by the squeaky pitch of my own voice. “I made you some coffee.”
“Thanks,” she says, setting the baby down in his highchair. “Can you feed this kid, please?”
I mix up some baby cereal with milk, the way I think she used to. I’m not sure if he can manage it himself, but I put the bowl in front of him and hand him the spoon. He starts shoveling it in without help; problem solved.
The kitchen is quiet except for the ticking wall clock and the faint hiss from the percolator warming on the counter. My mom stares into her mug like she’s searching for strength. I use the silence to think.
If it really is December 1970, I should be in fifth grade. There is no way I’m sitting through spelling tests and multiplication tables again. Maybe I could pass myself off as a prodigy; learn French in a week, impress them with “genius-level” math, then get tested out of grammar school. I could easily handle university level material. The trick would be keeping my cover without raising suspicion.
And then there’s money. I have none. No ID, no passport, no way to open a bank account, let alone a brokerage account. But my Wall Street brain is already spinning; 1970 is a goldmine if you know what’s coming.
Investment flashes:
Nixon will take the U.S. off the gold standard in ’71; gold will explode.
The ’73–’74 bear market crash will destroy over a big chunk of the Dow; short positions there could be huge.
Oil prices will quadruple after the ’73 OPEC embargo; energy stocks will surge.
IBM’s lawsuit shows how big data storage will become. Buying IBM or even early Memorex shares now could be a long-term winner.
Boeing’s commercial jet business will expand dramatically by mid-decade.
Real estate prices in some suburbs will jump during the inflation years.
All of it useless unless I can get seed money. Even with a tiny amount, I could snowball it into millions by the 1980s. But what ten-year-old walks into Merrill Lynch and opens an account?
I’m pulled back to “reality” by the clink of my brother’s spoon in his empty cereal bowl. It’s Saturday; what do I even do on Saturdays here? Watch cartoons? Play outside? Am I on a basketball team this year? If I wander around, what if I bump into a friend I can’t name? Maybe I should stick close to one of my brothers so they can feed me names and keep me from blowing my cover. And Monday… Monday means school. I don’t even want to think about that yet.
I wake up again after sleeping straight through the night; second night in a row. Bad news: I’m still in the top bunk, one of my brothers breathing softly below.
Yesterday, I managed to survive by keeping my mouth shut, following my brothers’ lead, and making myself useful, helping clean, and playing along like nothing was wrong. I caught bits of my parents’ conversation about the economy. Dad seemed worried about his job. They spoke with this almost blind faith in Nixon, like he could fix anything. I know better. In a few short years, he’ll be drowning in his own scandals, cornered by Watergate, scrambling just to keep his own presidency alive; far too busy to be concerned about the common man. By next year, we’ll be packing up and moving back to New Jersey for Dad’s new job.
The 1970s will be full of corporate mergers, layoffs, and “stagflation.” If I can just figure out a way, any way, for a ten-year-old to open a brokerage account, I could ride those waves all the way to an early fortune.
In the meantime, we’re off to church as a family this Sunday morning. Funny story; the first time I saw Home Alone a few years ago, I instantly recognized the church in that movie as the very one we’re going to today. Unreal. That’s also where my grammar school is located. Yikes.
Everything about this Sunday is playing out just as I remember: church, then a stop at the bakery for a dozen donuts, always a mix of jelly and glazed, then back home for a brunch of bacon and eggs. Honestly, everything tastes amazing in 1970. The bacon’s thicker, the eggs are brighter, the milk is creamier. Maybe we’re still in that brief golden window before the processed food apocalypse takes hold.
I keep trying to act the part of my 10-year-old self. Don’t want anyone thinking I’ve gone strange. I vaguely recall I used to sing along with the radio in the kitchen, so when “Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on My Head” came on, I started humming the lyrics. Big mistake.
My family all turned to look at me.
“How the heck do you know the words to that song?” my mom asked, squinting at me. “It just came out in that movie!”
“Oh yeah; Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Great movie,” I said.
She gave me a long, suspicious look. Right. That movie just released a few days ago. I need to cool it. No more casually name-dropping future classics.
My eyes open the next morning after a full, uninterrupted night of sleep; no muscle pain, no bathroom breaks. I'm still in our old house in Glencoe. Could I ever get used to this? Maybe. But then it hits me: I have to go to school today.
We didn’t wear uniforms at Sacred Heart School, that won’t come until the school in New Jersey, so I rummage through my drawers and pick out what seems like a decent outfit. I slip on my sneakers.
My brother spots me. “We got school today. Why you puttin’ on your sneaks?”
Oh right. Hard-soled shoes. I change quickly.
Outside, we wait at the bus stop in the brittle cold, the sidewalks coated in ice. The shoes are murder; no grip at all. But I spot a familiar face from my class, so I just follow him and try to blend in.
In class later that morning, we’re going over geography. The teacher, Mrs. Dittmer, pauses in front of the map of Europe.
“Can anyone tell me what the capital of East Germany is?”
The room goes silent. No hands go up.
This is it. A test of my cover. I cautiously raise my hand.
She blinks, surprised. “Yes, Edward?”
“East Berlin,” I say. “But technically, the Soviets control it, and the city is still divided by the wall. It’s not recognized by West Germany, which considers Bonn the only legitimate capital.”
The class turns to stare. Mrs. Dittmer tilts her head.
“Well… that’s… very thorough.”
I offer a half-shrug, trying to play it off. “I saw it on a show.”
A few kids nod slowly. Someone mutters, “Show off.”
I guess this is how a 'late-blooming prodigy' acts. I’ll have to space these out.
At recess, I sneak away to the school library. Maybe I can find something, anything, that can justify my weirdly advanced knowledge. French, German, economics, accounting, history... even just a copy of National Geographic from last year would be helpful.
No such luck. The only French books are thin children’s books with titles like Oui-Oui Décroche la Lune and Caroline: Pouf et Youpi. What the heck were these doing in Illinois?
To my surprise, I do find a couple of adult titles tucked in a dusty corner; Man, Economy, and State and What Has Government Done to Our Money? by Murray Rothbard. Jackpot.
But when I try to check them out, the librarian frowns. “These are for faculty only.”
Of course. I guess I’ll need to find a bookstore. Still no money.
That night, lying in bed, I stare at the ceiling and wonder if there’s some deeper reason I’m here. Did some divine hand drop me back in 1970 to course-correct history? Maybe prevent the cascade of disasters ahead; the collapse of the gold standard, the inflationary 70s, the 1987 crash, LTCM, dot-com bubble, subprime, QE infinity... all fueled by fiat money, credit excess, and central bank overreach.
It’s a nice thought. But first things first; if I want to fix history, I need to become a player. A power player. And even if I nail every investment and play this decade perfectly, I’ll only be twenty by 1980. Who listens to a 20-year-old?
Strangely enough, fifth grade isn’t so bad. I get loads of spare time to sit and think while the other kids slowly struggle their way through worksheets that take me maybe five minutes. It’s almost relaxing. Kind of fun, even.
Today, the teacher introduced the concept of matter: solids, liquids, and gases. Basic stuff, but she clearly wasn’t the most scientifically minded person. When one of the kids asked why rivers don’t freeze up completely and stop flowing, she hesitated.
“Well, they just... don’t,” she said vaguely, waving a hand as if that would make physics go away. “The moving water keeps it from freezing entirely.”
I raised my hand. “Actually,” I said, trying not to sound like a know-it-all, “ice is formed by crystalline structures that are less dense than water; that’s why ice floats. So even when the top of a river freezes, the water underneath can still flow.”
She blinked. “Yes... Edward, that is exactly right, and exactly what I was going to say.” She smiled, but I could see she wasn’t sure how to feel about a ten-year-old giving a better explanation than she could.
Still, I earned a few nods of admiration from classmates. One of the kids even whispered, “How’d you know that?”
I just shrugged. “I’ve been reading a lot.”
Which, actually, I do; under my desk, while everyone else is still finishing up math problems or coloring diagrams. I sit at the back of the classroom and prop a book between my thighs and the underside of the desk. No one seems to notice. And I’d forgotten how nice it is to read without reading glasses. My eyes feel fifty years younger.
After school, I wander through the house, restless. I end up in the living room and sit down at my Mom’s baby grand piano. I run my fingers lightly over the keys, then start pairing simple chords, just playing around like I used to do as an adult. Muscle memory kicks in.
C major. A minor. F. G. Then a little walk-up.
I’m halfway through a chord progression when I hear a gasp behind me.
I turn to see my mother standing in the doorway, drying her hands on a dish towel, staring at me like I’d grown an extra head.
“Where and when did you learn to do that?” she asks, stunned.
Right; I’d forgotten. I never learned to play piano as a kid. This version of me wasn’t supposed to know anything beyond Chopsticks.
I scramble for a cover. “Oh... I’ve been watching you. I noticed you paired your right hand with certain left-hand shapes. I just tried to copy that.”
She walks over, still looking at me like I’m someone else entirely. Then, slowly, a smile spreads across her face; proud and surprised.
“You really have an ear, you know that?”
“Maybe we could get a guitar?” I say casually. “Perhaps for Christmas?”
She ruffles my hair, still studying me. “You’re full of surprises lately.”
I smile and turn back to the piano, playing softer now. For a moment, I think: What if she had taught us when we were young? What if she had seen this potential sooner? Maybe this time around, she will.
Later, I’m lying on my bed, staring at the ceiling, when an idea strikes me: French.
I speak fluent French; real, fluent Parisian French. If I could somehow teach it, maybe I could earn a little money. I mean, no one’s supposed to know French in a Catholic grade school in suburban Illinois. They don’t even offer it here. But surely someone around here speaks it?
I remember the synagogue a few blocks over. It’s Saturday mornings when the Jewish families pass in front of our house on the way to services. The men in dark suits and yarmulkes, the women in neat coats. I figure if anyone speaks French around here, it might be among them.
A few days later, I finally muster the courage to walk over. I knock at a small office door on the side of the building. A man opens it; early forties, short gray beard, round wire-rimmed glasses, and kind eyes.
“Yes?” he says, surprised to see a kid standing there alone.
“I’m looking for the Rabbi,” I say, trying to sound respectful but confident.
“I’m Rabbi Cowen. What can I do for you, young man?”
I explain that I go to Sacred Heart School and that I’m interested in learning French. “Do you know if anyone in your community speaks it?”
He smiles. “Mais bien sûr!” he says in perfect French. “I was born in Paris. Moved here just after the war.”
That throws me for a second. Should I keep pretending I want to learn French; or come clean?
I decide to take a chance.
I switch to French: “En réalité, je ne veux pas apprendre le français; je cherche plutôt à l’enseigner. Pour gagner un peu d’argent.”
The Rabbi’s eyes widen with delight. “Mais tu parles comme un Parisien!” he exclaims. “Well, almost. There is a hint of an American accent.”
He chuckles, clearly amused; and intrigued.
“Well, young man, I would love a bit of conversation from time to time. And as it happens, I’ve been wanting my three children to learn some proper French. If you’re willing to tutor them, I’d be happy to pay you.”
I hold my breath.
“How does one dollar an hour sound to you?”
One. Dollar. An. Hour.
That’s gold in 1970. Actual gold. With just a few lessons, I could buy baseball cards, silver coins, savings stamps - maybe even a stock certificate, if I play this right.
I smile, trying to keep my cool. “That sounds more than fair.”
He reaches for a notepad. “Let’s set up a schedule, then. And your name is?”
“Edward,” I say. “Just... Edward.”
This is great. Maybe I can line up some tutoring gigs in accounting and finance too; but realistically, who’s going to hire a ten-year-old to explain double-entry bookkeeping? Even if I can quote von Mises in my sleep, I still look like I should be collecting Pokemon cards. Wait… those aren't even invented yet.
As for the French tutoring, I’ve decided the best strategy is a little misdirection: I’ll tell my parents I’m learning French, not teaching it. That way, if I wake up one morning chatting fluently about Jean-Paul Sartre and croissants, no one will suspect a thing. And if Rabbi Cowen spills the beans? Please. Who’s going to believe the neighborhood rabbi when he says their ten-year-old is teaching his kids?
This new life isn’t without complications. Families, I’ve come to realize, are naturally authoritarian and vaguely socialist. My parents make all the decisions, and we kids get free food, shelter, and healthcare; in exchange for zero say in governance. It’s like East Germany, but with Pop-Tarts. It’s cozy, sure, but for someone with a 65-year-old libertarian mind in a 10-year-old body, it’s a daily existential crisis.
One night I’m brushing my teeth; unprompted, mind you, and my mom walks in looking as if she’s seen a ghost.
“I can’t believe it,” she says. “I’ve been trying to get you kids to brush your teeth for years, and now you’re doing it on your own?”
I shrug, mouth full of foam, and mumble, “I don’t want to wind up on a desert island without a dentist.”
It’s a Cast Away reference with Tom Hanks, of course; but I doubt she'll catch that for another thirty years.
As Benjamin Franklin once said, “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.”
Apparently, dental hygiene wisdom doesn’t have an expiration date.
Back to my master plan. The root of nearly every societal dysfunction I left behind can be traced back to a broken monetary system. And the culprits? Neo-Keynesian economics, government overreach, and the slow death of sound money. I know exactly what’s coming; Nixon will end the dollar’s convertibility to gold next year, torpedoing the Bretton Woods agreement and opening the door to decades of unchecked fiat inflation. The irony is, no one will blame the reckless spending of the Vietnam War or Johnson’s Great Society programs. No, they’ll just say, “This is progress.”
If only I could direct people to “WTF Happened in 1971?”; the website that perfectly maps the collapse. Unfortunately, the World Wide Web won’t show up for another 20 years. So I’ll be trading Google for the Encyclopedia Britannica.
(Thanks, Mom and Dad. I’ll pretend those leather-bound tomes were actually Santa’s idea.)
The challenge now is capital. I need to make smart investments; IBM at $19, Disney while it's still a cartoon company, and maybe even a few thousand shares in that weird little startup called Apple… when it finally gets founded. But first, I’ll need to find legal straw men; adult faces to front my investments. Because let's face it: no one listens to a ten-year-old, even one with a better portfolio than Warren Buffett.
And then there’s the long game: inflation will outpace wages, wealth will concentrate, and Satoshi Nakamoto won’t release the Bitcoin white paper until 2009 - 39 years from now. That’s a long time to wait while pretending I enjoy recess.
Speaking of recess, I’ve noticed something strange; I haven’t been exercising much. The other kids seem to enjoy sprinting around like caffeinated squirrels, but I’m having a hard time joining in. Adults need structure: ten reps of squats, thirty minutes on the treadmill, a tennis match with score and purpose. Kids? They just flail around aimlessly. So I decide to start running.
Only, in 1970, jogging isn’t really a thing yet. If someone sees you running down the sidewalk in gym clothes, they’re more likely to call the cops than cheer you on. “Yes, officer, I saw a child running. Possibly fleeing a crime?”
But I suit up in my beat-up converse all-star sneakers and hit the pavement anyway. My form is terrible, but my intentions are pure.
At ten, I played all the classic American sports: football, basketball, and baseball. But by thirteen, I’ll have realized I prefer the individual challenge of track and field. Later in life, somewhere around 35, I’ll discover tennis, which will become a lifelong obsession. If I start now, maybe I can finally develop that elusive one-handed backhand.
I tell my dad I’m quitting basketball to focus on running. He barely raises an eyebrow; probably because I’m already the fastest kid in school. We’ll see if he’s as chill when baseball season rolls around and I try to convince him I’m more Federer than Fenway.
As for Christmas, I’m cautiously optimistic. Maybe my socialist-authoritarian providers; er, Santa Claus; will surprise me with a guitar. After all, the best way to rebel against the system… is to learn to shred.
I show up at the Rabbi’s house right on schedule, without much of a lesson plan. First, I need to figure out the kids’ level; they were all born in the States, and the Rabbi speaks to them in English. The lessons will take place in the family room.
In the corner, I spot a gorgeous guitar. I ask if I can play it.
“Mais bien sûr, mon ami, vous pouvez en jouer autant que vous le souhaitez. Elle devrait être bien accordée et les cordes sont toutes neuves.”
An idea hits me: I’ll teach the kids the French songs I sang to my own children when they were small; Dans Sa Maison un Grand Cerf, Ainsi Font, Font, Font les Petites Marionnettes, Meunier Tu Dors, and Une Souris Verte. They’re still fresh in my mind from singing them recently to my granddaughter. Ten years old, and I already have a granddaughter; crazy.
It felt great to play again, though the guitar was comically over-sized for a ten-year-old. (Note to Santa: a ¾-size guitar, please.) I could even hear Rabbi Cowen singing along from the other side of the house. The kids didn’t really speak French, but they seemed to understand more than they let on.
At the end, the Rabbi promised to get me some French workbooks and children’s books, and best of all, he let me borrow anything from his French library collection. He was visibly surprised when I picked out his copy of Le Diable au Corps by Raymond Radiguet. He smiled saying, “perhaps you’d prefer something from Dumas or Hugo?” So I settled for Le Comte de Monte Cristo instead.
And then, on my way out the door, I was handed a crisp dollar bill! I should frame it. But I won’t; I’m going to need it to fructify.
Walking home, I felt strange emotions; most of all, I missed my family. Here I was, surrounded by my parents and all my brothers and my sister, yet I missed my family. I realized that one’s true family is not necessarily the one you’re born into, but the one you create for yourself.
I remembered that my dreams at night almost always featured people from my previous life. The conclusion was obvious: I’d have to recreate that life. I would need to meet my wife all over again, marry her, and have our four children all over again.
The only hitch? We don’t officially meet until 1988; eighteen years away. Right now she’s only three years old, somewhere in France. Back then, in 1988, I was struggling to survive in France after my studies, just starting my career in finance. This time around, I intend to be a wealthy, global power player.
Lots to do between now and then, I thought, as I caressed the dollar bill in my pocket.
The next morning, as usual, I’m the first up. I always used to say, I wake up early because I don’t like to wake up early. My theory is that if you train your body to wake up at the same time every day, it stops being painful. Sure enough, I’m always wide awake five minutes before my alarm rings.
I head out to grab the Chicago Tribune from the sidewalk, saving my father the trouble. When he comes into the kitchen, instead of catching me with the comics, he sees me buried in the business section.
I had stopped reading and watching the news around 2015 when I realized it was all a giant psyop; Orwell at his finest. Here in 1970, it seemed far less manipulative. Still, I hoped my adult mind could detect any propaganda.
I was scanning for investment opportunities. I know the gold boom is coming next year, but because of the 6102 confiscation, Americans can’t own gold directly until around 1975. I’d love to get in on Homestake Mining when the time comes. For now, IBM articles catch my eye. I also spot ads for Polaroid cameras; I’d love some of their stock.
I start planting seeds with my father, dropping hints here and there. If I can gently nudge him, maybe he’ll open a brokerage account. What I really need is a timely, convincing prediction to win his trust.
At this point, the kitchen is chaos, everyone fighting for Cheerios and Corn Flakes, then dumping mountains of sugar on top. My stomach turns. I stick to a soft-boiled egg, buttered toast, and a glass of OJ. (Note to self: get O.J. Simpson’s rookie card; it’ll be worth a lot in the ’90s.)
The butter is rich and delicious, but to my horror, there’s a giant stick of margarine in the fridge. I pray they stick with butter. I still can’t stomach coffee; I’ve tried a few sips, but I refuse to drown it in sugar.
Anyway… off to school to read Le Comte de Monte Cristo under my desk.
It’s getting harder and harder to sit through the teacher’s rah-rah-America speeches. She talks to us like Walter Cronkite if he’d been lobotomized and force-fed “Weekly Reader” editorials. I wish she’d just stick to the three R’s and leave the pontificating to our parents; at least they have the decency to argue over it at the dinner table.
I never realized how much brainwashing was going on in the classroom. But once you notice it, you can’t un-notice it.
Teacher: “And remember, class, President Nixon is working hard to make America better for everyone. You can always count on the President to have the country’s best interests at heart.”
I raise my hand. “I’m not so sure you should put that much faith in elected leaders. Nixon, for example, might soon be spending more time spying on his political enemies than running the country. Then he’ll have plenty of time to work on his memoirs.”
Teacher: blinks twice “That’s… an interesting opinion. Where did you hear that?”
“Nowhere. Just a hunch.” I smile.
Or this one:
Teacher: “Vietnam is winding down, and soon there will be peace in Southeast Asia. Then America can focus on more important things at home.”
I raise my hand. “Actually, it’s probably going to drag on for years, cost a lot more lives, and when it’s finally over, the US won’t exactly be cutting a victory cake. More like… leaving quietly through the back door.”
At least my little zingers keep her from getting too comfortable. She might think twice before leaning on the inspirational bumper-sticker history next time.
My conversations with the Rabbi are getting more interesting; and a little riskier. I think he’s starting to suspect I’m not your average ten-year-old. Today, after we’d batted around Dumas for a while, he leans back and asks,
“So tell me, young man, what are your politics?”
I decide to go for it. “Anarcho-capitalist. Libertarian. Basically, I’m rooting for a stateless society where security, law, and dispute resolution are handled by private companies. The invisible hand, Rabbi; not the long arm of the IRS.”
His eyebrows lift. “At ten years old?”
“Some kids collect baseball cards. I collect economic theories.”
He chuckles, but then says, “All right then, give me an example.”
So I dive in; talking about how governments mess up markets, how inflation eats savings, and how competition keeps everyone honest. It feels good to talk freely, though part of me wonders if I’ve just put a giant crack in my cover story.
When I finish, he steeples his fingers. “You know… I might introduce you to one of my wealthier congregants. He’s been looking for a fresh perspective on investing. Maybe you could… talk to him.”
I try not to look too eager. “Sure. I mean, why not? I’ve got a few ideas.”
“Like?”
“Well…” I lean in, lowering my voice like we’re plotting a heist. “The world’s going off the gold standard soon. Nixon’s going to have no choice. When that happens, the dollar’s gonna slide, and anything real like farmland, oil, maybe even art, will hold value better than paper money.”
The Rabbi tilts his head. “Hmm.”
“And this is December 1970; Boeing’s been hammered after the 747 delays, but the jet age isn’t going anywhere. You buy now, in a few years you look like a genius. Same with Polaroid; instant photos are magic, Rabbi, magic. People are going to want to see their memories before they forget what they were smiling about.”
He laughs. “Anything else?”
“One more. Silver. Johnson killed the silver in our coins five years ago, but prices are still too low. Once people figure out that dimes and quarters are just tin and copper, the smart money’s going to be holding the real stuff.”
The Rabbi leans back, smiling in that way people do when they’re not sure if they’re talking to a prodigy or a lunatic. “All right, young man. Let’s set up that meeting.”
Inside, I’m thinking: Okay, time to see if money talks in a squeaky voice.
Later in the evening, sometime before dinner, the younger kids are watching Captain Kangaroo;  something with puppets, bright colors, and a faint smell of pipe smoke from the writers’ room. In strolls my older brother, age eleven, with the solemn authority of a man sent to fix the antenna on Apollo 13. Without a word, he walks to the TV and changes the channel to a Six Million Dollar Man rerun.
A general murmur of dissent comes from the three little ones, but they’re used to my brother’s rule by remote; though in 1970, of course, the “remote” was just his right arm. My adult mind is outraged at this tyranny. “No, no, keep it on your show. I’m sure the little kids will love watching something sophisticated for a change. They might even understand a whole three minutes before they get bored and start asking you questions every five seconds. Change it back to what they were watching, you big galoot.”
In 1970, this was bold talk from a kid my size, but my 65-year-old mind didn’t think in terms of playground pecking orders. My grandfatherly disposition came to the fore and I suggested to my little sister and brothers that I could read them a book, instead of watching that stupid show about some stupid bionic man.
When I finished reading them a few stories, I wandered into the kitchen where my Mom was making dinner. After living in France for over 40 years now, I find it hard to go back to bland 1970s American cooking; our family’s style seemed to be modeled on the English culinary tradition, where the spice rack had only two settings: salt and regret.
Strangely enough, one of Dad’s few culinary flourishes was garlic bread: French bread slathered in butter and garlic, wrapped in foil, and baked until the kitchen smelled like an Italian wedding. He’d make it once or twice a year, as if garlic were contraband.
The idea of using garlic daily; along with heavy cream, white wine, shallots, Dijon mustard, and fresh herbs; was unthinkable. Not because of cost, but because of… I don’t know… superstition? Perhaps the idea was “eat bland food and you’ll appreciate the rare occasions when it has flavor.”
I hovered behind my Mom, offering suggestions like some culinary backseat driver. “Maybe a bit of oregano? A splash of white wine in the sauce? More cream wouldn’t hurt. And you know, in France they’d…” She cut me off with a look that suggested I’d better save my revolutionary zeal for another kitchen.
I decided to hold back on introducing Tex-Mex, sushi, or oyster shucking; America wasn’t ready for that level of fusion cuisine just yet.
Still, my mind kept drifting to my upcoming meeting with the good Rabbi’s congregant. I knew my investment ideas were rock solid, and that gave me a certain swagger, even if it was coming from a ten-year-old voice. Ideally, I’d set up a profit-sharing arrangement like the pros: a “high-water mark” system where I’d get, say, 20% of profits above a certain level. That way, if I made the guy $10,000, I’d pocket $2,000; simple, fair, and motivating.
But in 1970, without a brokerage license, a company, or even a checking account in my name, I was going to have to rely on a handshake deal and hope the other party had some Old Testament-level sense of honor. My position was weak; I needed a front-man, someone to be the public face while I was the hidden brain.
Still, I was convinced: once my picks paid off, the money would come. After all, as Mark Twain supposedly said, “I’m more concerned with the return of my money than the return on my money.” But if I could get both… well, that would be a story worth telling.
The next day; Sunday; we all pile into the family station wagon, a Ford Country Squire LTD, for the ritual trip to church. Just as we’re pulling out of the driveway, who strolls by but the rabbi with his wife and three little ones.
“Bonjour Edward, c'est ici que tu habites ? Nous passons souvent par ici. Présente-moi à ta famille, s'il te plaît.”
“Bonjour rabbin, ça me fait plaisir de vous voir. Voici mon père, ma mère, ma sœur et mes quatre frères.”
Rabbi Cowen launches into a long, glowing report about how wonderfully I’ve been teaching his kids French, how they hang on my every word, and how they can’t wait for their next lesson. My parents, who were under the impression I was the one taking French lessons in exchange for yard work, sit there looking politely stunned.
And then, for the final twist of the corkscrew, Rabbi Cowen informs me; in flawless French, that the meeting with the investor, Mr. Shapiro is set for Tuesday afternoon.
My parents exchange baffled glances. They are now 100% certain the rabbi is either joking, delusional, or conducting a one-man performance art piece.
We finally get moving toward church, and my mother announces we have to hurry because, as I “should already know”, I’m the head altar boy today, so we must arrive early.
What? Me? Altar boy? Holy cow; I had completely forgotten. That was over fifty years ago in my personal timeline. I can barely remember what I had for breakfast this morning.
“Uh, Mom, I think I’m not feeling well… maybe one of my brothers... ”
“Nonsense,” she says, “your brothers did it last Sunday.”
So there I am, standing in the vestibule, desperately trying to reconstruct the job description from some dusty corner of my hippocampus. There are two other altar boys, both about seven years old, neither of whom could guide me through this even if I bribed them with candy bars.
In walks the priest, cheerfully greets us, then positions himself by the wardrobe with arms extended.
“Edward, I’m ready. Why are you just standing there?”
Oh right; 1970 protocol: the altar boys help the priest vest. The muscle memory kicks in: first the white alb, then the stole, then the chasuble, with the cincture (belt) wrapped snugly around the alb. My hands somehow know what to do, like an old player picking up a guitar after decades away.
But I’m not out of the woods. I still have to survive the entire Mass; procession, bell-ringing, wine and water presentation, offering the paten with the hosts at precisely the right moment.
And that’s when the real panic sets in. I somehow make it through without disaster, mostly by watching the priest like a hawk and copying whatever he gestures. From the congregation’s point of view, it probably looked smooth. From my point of view, it was like defusing a bomb for an hour straight. There were quite a few mishaps. Halfway through, I ring the bell too soon. The priest gives me a side-eye that could peel paint, and for the rest of the Mass I keep one hand firmly in my lap, terrified the thing will go off again like an unwanted car alarm. When it comes time to pour the wine and water, I accidentally hand the priest the water cruet first. He glances at me, sighs, and murmurs, “Edward… unless this is your first miracle, try the other one.” 
I get through the final blessing without catastrophe, hand back the cruets, and think, Well, that wasn’t so bad. Maybe I could do this again next Sunday. Then I hear my younger self’s voice mutter, Over my dead body.
The Rabbi asked me to come by before meeting Mr. Shapiro. Apparently, he’d been doing some serious soul-searching about this strange ten-year-old with such unorthodox opinions on the economy, coupled with what he called my “maverick anarcho-capitalist streak.”
He told me he had prayed over it, deeply, and in that quiet moment felt a clear conviction: he must help me in any way he could. He even admitted he had the unsettling impression I might, somehow, be “a key to a better future.” I wasn’t sure if that made me feel honored or like a plot device in someone else’s novel.
Finally, Rabbi Cowen rose, opened his office door, and ushered in a rather young Mr. Shapiro; early thirties, sharp suit, smooth tie knot, that faint whiff of expensive aftershave that says “I read the Wall Street Journal before breakfast.”
After a few minutes of polite small talk about school, fifth-grade life, and my siblings, I launched into my pitch. I walked him through the same stock ideas I’d shared with the Rabbi: IBM, Memorex, Polaroid. He listened politely but I could tell he wasn’t floored; probably chalking it up to dinner-table chatter I’d overheard from my parents.
Time to drop the bomb.
“Mr. Shapiro,” I said, leaning in slightly, “if you have any way of getting your hands on physical gold, possibly from overseas accounts, you should do it by mid-August 1971. President Nixon will default on the Bretton Woods agreement and take the U.S. off the gold standard. He’ll claim it’s temporary, but it’s not.”
Silence. His eyes narrowed, but not in disbelief, more like a man mentally riffling through the Rolodex of people who owed him favors.
I decided to close strong: “When this prediction becomes reality, get back in touch with me. We can discuss my handling your investments then.”
We stood. He reached down, shook my hand. “Young man,” he said slowly, “I’ve never heard a pitch like this before, especially from someone who still needs a hall pass to go to the bathroom. If what you say happens, I’ll be in touch. The Rabbi will know how to reach you?”
“Yes,” I said. “I hope to hear from you shortly after August fifteenth next year.”
As I left, I could almost hear the gears turning in his head; and I hoped, for both our sakes, they were gold-plated.
The days and weeks slid by as I fell into a comfortable routine; school, home, devouring books and newspapers, and haunting the public library like a bespectacled ghost. Christmas came and went without a guitar. Oh well, maybe next year. Or maybe the year after, when I’m twelve-going-on-seventy.
Then came the big announcement one night at dinner, served with pot roast and a side of déjà vu. My parents cheerfully informed us we were moving from Illinois back to New Jersey. I nodded knowingly. This was no surprise; I remembered the first time it happened - fifty-five years ago in my mind, yesterday in everyone else’s.
Mom was pregnant again, which meant she had the joyful task of packing boxes while simultaneously wrangling a small army of children. I did my best to help with the two-year-old and keep meals on the table. My diplomatic skills were tested daily as I tried to prevent my older brother from asserting his self-proclaimed divine right to torment the little ones. The man had the temperament of a feudal lord and the bedside manner of General Patton.
We arrived in our Ford Country Squire in perfect cinematic timing just as the moving men pulled up. The new house was huge, and to my delight, I finally had my own bedroom. New Jersey felt different immediately. Illinois had a broad, flat openness; like the world was stretching itself out for a nap. The roads were wide, the houses practical, the sky a vast prairie dome. New Jersey, on the other hand, was all dense greenery and winding streets. Trees here looked like they’d been around since Washington camped out under them. The houses had history in their bones: Victorian flourishes, brick chimneys that had seen a century of winters, slate sidewalks worn smooth by generations of footsteps. The whole place smelled faintly of damp leaves and baked bread from the old Italian bakery downtown. Civilization seemed layered here, like an old quilt patched together over centuries.
Within days we were unpacked, and Mom was on a scavenger hunt for school uniforms - green formal pants, white cotton button-downs, and green clip-on ties. My brothers reacted like they’d been sentenced to hard labor in a leprechaun mine. I, however, had the advantage of experience; I knew that when everyone looks equally ridiculous, fashion anxiety evaporates.
The teachers here were much the same as in Illinois; indoctrination machines, dispensing “truth” in a steady drip, untroubled by doubt or nuance. I could never resist spicing things up:
Teacher: “Remember, children, the Pilgrims came to America for freedom, and they were welcomed by the Native Americans who taught them to plant corn.”
Me: “True, but then we thanked them by taking their land, destroying their food supply, and breaking every treaty we made with them. So… mixed hospitality, really.”
Teacher: “President Nixon is working tirelessly to bring peace to Vietnam.”
Me: “Right. By ‘peace’ you mean expanding bombing campaigns and invading Cambodia?”
Teacher: “America’s leaders always put the people first.”
Me: “Well, sometimes they do; right after they put themselves, their donors, and their re-election campaigns first.”
These exchanges rarely won me points in the “Most Cooperative Student” category, but they kept me awake.
All the while, I kept thinking about Shapiro and the August prediction. I made sure to keep my connection with Rabbi Cowen alive by writing him letters in French, describing my new school and town, casually reminding him I existed and could still conjugate verbs. He always replied warmly, with little updates on his children and the occasional prophetic nudge about our “future”.
When I wasn’t stirring trouble in class or corresponding with my rabbinical ally, I was at the library, building my mental model of the 1971 stock market. I was determined to design the perfect portfolio for the year ahead. Unfortunately, I was still broke; a big problem when your brilliant investment strategy relies on starting capital greater than $0.
It would be a few years before I could take the train into Manhattan for concerts. I knew the golden years were coming; Led Zeppelin at their peak, the Stones in swaggering form, Simon & Garfunkel’s farewell tour. All I needed was money, permission, and about three more years on my birth certificate.
Fed up with the perpetual ache of empty pockets, I decided to re-create my old lawn-mowing empire. Spring had arrived, the grass was growing with 1971 gusto, and I was wasting time. The first time around, I hadn’t started until I was thirteen and still managed six regular clients. Now, barely eleven, I figured I’d better adjust my rates for “youthful charm” rather than “professional gravitas.” Five dollars a lawn had been my peak price back then, so this time I’d open at $3 a pop; still a small fortune in 1971 money - about $23 in 2025 dollars, enough back then to buy a week’s worth of gas and take a girl to the movies twice.
Fortunately, we didn’t live in a working-class neighborhood, so there was zero competition from other kids. Most of them had generous allowances; an alien concept in my family. Within a week, I had two lawns under my belt and $6 a week flowing in. Twenty-four bucks a month meant one thing: I could finally open a bank account. Who knows, maybe I could parlay that into some sort of investment account eventually.
Back in those days, most local banks wouldn’t offer much to an eleven-year-old besides a passbook savings account; no debit cards, no checking without a parent’s signature. But they might give you a “Christmas Club” account, where you could deposit a bit each week and get it all back with a smidge of interest in December. It was more psychological than financial; training you to save for the big holiday splurge. In my case, it would be training to buy shares of IBM, but the bank didn’t need to know that.
Despite my small-time hustle, the elephant in the room remained: I still had no solution to the world’s biggest problem: monetary dilution. I knew how to profit from it, but not how to fix it. That wouldn’t come until the cypherpunks solved the digital ledger double-spend problem and Satoshi released his white paper in 2009. Before we could get there, the world still needed microprocessors, personal computers, the Internet, mobile telecommunications… heck, I hadn’t even seen a pocket calculator yet. (Makes you wonder how they put a man on the moon; maybe with slide rules and coffee fumes.)
Still, I had my early-investment wish list: digital quartz watches, microwave ovens, cordless power tools, barcodes and scanners. And of course, the holy trinity of Apple, Microsoft, and Intel… plus a little Oregon upstart that would one day rename itself Nike. The 1973 crash was on the horizon, followed by the OPEC oil embargo and the great gold run. If I could just get Shapiro on board, I’d be set.
Then came news from my mother: my cousins were moving north. My aunt and uncle had bought a place in the next town over, but it wouldn’t be ready until September. Which meant their family of seven would be moving in with our family of nine for the summer. Thirteen kids under one roof; population density rivaling parts of Calcutta.
The first time around, I’d loved that summer: bikes, baseball, and endless games. But now? I was no carefree kid. I had an empire to build and a world to save. This time, the cousin who matched my older brother’s age was a blessing; he immediately challenged and contained the tyrant’s reign. Peace, or at least a ceasefire, returned to the household.
Meals were a production. Breakfast and lunch were free-for-alls, but dinner was served in three waves: the babies and toddlers first, then the “big kids,” and finally the adults. And who cleared the tables and washed dishes after each wave? Us big kids, of course. “Many hands make light work,” as my mother liked to say. I always thought it was less of a proverb and more of a labor policy.
Evenings, though, were our golden hour. We lived for the moment the last adult coffee cup was drained so we could sprint outside for capture the flag; a sport that, for the uninitiated, is a mix of tag, strategy, and low-level espionage. Two teams, two flags or rather rags tied to sticks, two “territories.” If you’re tagged in enemy territory, you go to their “jail” until a teammate rescues you. The adrenaline rush is inversely proportional to your age; at eleven, it felt like a CIA black op.
I’d played it dozens of times before, but this summer I knew the downside: those long humid nights running around were time I’d rather spend at the library or at my desk, plotting market plays. Baseball, basketball, and football in the hot sun still had a certain charm; but my sixty-five-year-old mind had shifted priorities. Empires don’t build themselves.
As the world continued to turn outside my little microcosm of suburban New Jersey, I devoured the New York Times each morning and, for good measure, the Newark Star-Ledger; the state’s paper of record, heavy with ads for Buick dealerships and the occasional mafia trial update. To everyone else at the breakfast table these were just boring blocks of gray ink, but to me they were dispatches from the front lines of monetary history.
In May of ’71, I spotted a small article buried in the financial pages: West Germany was leaving the Bretton Woods system, refusing to swap more Deutschmarks for U.S. dollars. At the time, my mother probably thought it was some European housekeeping detail, but I knew better. When the Bundesbank pushed away from the table, the dollar slid a sharp 7.5% against the Deutschmark within three months. Other nations soon followed, lining up with their dollars in hand, quietly demanding gold in return.
By August, the cracks in the system were starting to look like fault lines. On the 5th, Congress released a report actually recommending devaluation of the dollar to protect against what they called “foreign price-gougers.” Translation: blame the foreigners rather than admit America had been printing money to pay for Vietnam and the Great Society.
A few days later, the French decided to make their point with a bit of theater; President Georges Pompidou literally dispatched a battleship to New York Harbor to collect France’s gold reserves. Nothing says “confidence in your ally” quite like parking a warship off Manhattan.
Then Switzerland walked away on August 9th, unwilling to keep playing in a rigged casino. On the 11th, Britain; co-founder of Bretton Woods, and hardly a beacon of monetary discipline themselves; requested three billion dollars’ worth of gold be moved from Fort Knox to the New York Fed. As Paul Volcker later recalled, “If the British, who had founded the system with us, and who had fought so hard to defend their own currency, were going to take gold for their dollars, it was clear the game was indeed over.”
And it was.
By mid-August, America’s gold reserves had shrunk to about 10,000 metric tonnes, less than half their wartime peak. Meanwhile, unemployment was sitting at 6.1%, inflation at nearly 6%, and the “American Century” was starting to look like it had a time limit.
I’d sit there at the kitchen table with my soft-boiled egg and buttered toast, reading these reports while my siblings fought over the last of the Lucky Charms, and think: any day now. Nobody else seemed to notice the ground shifting beneath them. But I knew the Nixon Shock was coming, and with it the chance of a lifetime
In the meantime, I’m still languishing in our big house jam-packed with kids; think of Lord of the Flies but with more peanut butter and fewer conch shells. When not hiding down at the library, I’d been spending a lot of time at the piano. Maybe this time around I could actually learn how to play the thing. Alas, my heart really belongs to the guitar, though truth be told, I only ever played it to strum out chords so I could sing. I’m really a singer at heart.
Of course, my future self had the advantage of karaoke machines, downloadable backtracks, and Bluetooth speakers. In 1971, karaoke hadn’t been invented yet, Bluetooth was still science fiction, and the closest thing to a backtrack was the radio.
Still, I thought: why not a band? Then I remembered; I’m eleven. Not exactly Mick Jagger material. Though, come to think of it, one of the hottest groups of the year was the Jackson Five, led by Michael who was twelve. Suddenly the idea of a teen band didn’t sound so crazy. The only catch: my sole transportation was a Schwinn bicycle with a banana seat. Not exactly rock ’n’ roll. If I wanted a band, it would have to be a basement or a garage band. And I’d have to be careful about my setlist. Singing a song that hadn’t been written yet might make me a prodigy or land me in a padded cell. Imagine me belting out “Smells Like Teen Spirit” in 1971. Nobody would get it. They’d just think I needed a doctor.
Summer vacation dragged on with what felt like acres of free time. My siblings and cousins tore around the yard, inventing new ways to break bones, while I sneaked off to the library like a fugitive from recess. They thought I was weird. “You’re going to the library again? On a sunny day?” I could see it in their faces: half of them thought I was secretly studying witchcraft, the other half thought I was pretending to study French to impress my Mom. The truth, that I was brushing up on Dumas while plotting how to corner global capital markets, was far too insane to admit.
Meanwhile, in my secret life as a wannabe hedge fund manager, I was polishing my pitch to Shapiro. My actual career had been in investment banking; raising money for companies, hand-holding CEOs through prospectuses, staging roadshows, and schmoozing institutional investors until the deal closed. I wasn’t a portfolio manager. But right now, at eleven years old, the distinction felt academic. I wanted to manage money, take a cut, and most importantly, have upside. A performance fee kicker, like a hedge fund with a “high-water mark,” except I’d be running it out of a bedroom in New Jersey between band practices.
The problem, of course, was my age. Nobody was going to hand a kid a check. Which is why I kept circling back to Shapiro. Maybe, just maybe, he could help me open something offshore; a numbered account somewhere quiet, in Switzerland or the Caribbean. This was 1971: no “Know Your Customer” forms, no Anti-Money Laundering bureaucracy, no suspicious activity reports. You walked into a Swiss bank with a briefcase and they handed you an account number, no questions asked. If you knew where to look, the local library even had dry, gray books on “international banking” and “Swiss confidentiality” that read like travel brochures for rich men with guilty consciences. I was convinced I could figure it out once the money started flowing.
I finally made my way onto a tennis court after a six-month hiatus (or rather, 55 years). I’d run into a kid from town at the supermarket; someone I knew from my “previous life”, who would end up on the high school tennis team, and I decided to shmooze my way into an invitation. We were never exactly friends, but I knew he would end up a really good player.
I showed up at the municipal courts with my father’s heavy wooden racket and a can of battered tennis balls that looked like they’d been borrowed from a dog park. In the early ’70s, there was no such thing as a “junior racket.” If you were eleven, you were expected to swing the same slab of laminated ash as Rod Laver, and like it. It felt less like a racket and more like I was lugging around an oar from a Viking longship.
Jimmy Connors would soon be swinging the first metal racket, the Wilson T2000, but for now it was wood or nothing. Composites? Not yet. Graphite? Science fiction. Still, I managed to get the ball over the net more often than not. My lawn-mowing empire, small as it was, at least gave me the forearm strength to survive two sets.
At eleven, my dream at the time was to become a professional basketball player, though my 65-year-old self knew better. In time, I’d switch to track and field and even make it as a collegiate high-jumper. But eventually, tennis would become the sport of my life; the one I’d end up playing more than all the others. I always wished I’d learned earlier, and now I had the chance to do it right.
The game itself was a revelation. So many shots we take for granted in 2025 simply weren’t taught in 1971. Two-handed backhands were still viewed as some sort of continental oddity (thank you, Chris Evert). Slice backhands, topspin lobs, chip-and-charge tactics, even the kick serve; these were tricks only the pros dared to try. For kids, instruction was basically: “Get it over the net, and don’t whine when you miss.”
I lost the match to my 13-year-old opponent, but the thought lodged firmly in my mind: with practice, I could take these older kids down. Now I just needed a brick wall to hit against until my shoulders stopped screaming. If I made a few more dollars, maybe I could even splurge on something lighter; though in ’71, “lighter” was still a euphemism.
That evening brought a forgotten slice of 1970s Americana I hadn’t thought about in decades: the mosquito truck. At twilight, the town’s pickup came rolling through the neighborhood, belching thick white clouds of DDT mist, and every kid with a Schwinn bike treated it like the Pied Piper. They’d race behind it, laughing, gulping down carcinogens like it was cotton candy at the county fair. Parents waved from porches, reassured by the town’s promise that the spray “only killed mosquitoes.” Sure. And Agent Orange was just a “weed killer.”
I stayed far, far away. Even then, my inner 65-year-old lungs rebelled. “You can ignore reality,”” as Ayn Rand put it, “but you can’t ignore the consequences of ignoring reality.”
And speaking of reality, food in 1971 was one long suicide note written in sugar. I watched in horror as my siblings shoveled mountains of artificially-bright cereal into their bowls; Cheerios drowned under avalanches of white sugar, or worse, straight-up Lucky Charms, marketed as part of a “balanced breakfast.” At the supermarket, the shelves groaned under diabetes in a box:
Koogle - yes, peanut butter mixed with chocolate, banana, or cinnamon; because why not make something already unhealthy actively dangerous?
Fluffernutter kits - marshmallow spread with peanut butter, because kids clearly weren’t bouncing off walls enough.
Tang, the “astronaut’s drink,” basically orange Kool-Aid with a NASA sticker.
Space Food Sticks, chewy tubes of soy protein, marketed like you were prepping for a moonwalk instead of recess.
Hostess CupCakes and Twinkies, injected with enough cream filling to last through nuclear winter.
I wondered not just how we survived the ’70s, but how our internal organs survived.
August 15th, 1971
The day seemed like any other in our packed New Jersey house: a hot summer Sunday morning, half-dressed kids stumbling down the stairs in shifts, everyone jostling for a bowl of sugar disguised as breakfast. It was the usual mix of Frosted Flakes, Froot Loops, and Cap’n Crunch; a dentist’s retirement plan in a box. And while the little ones whined about having to wear their stiff church clothes, I sat there grinning, knowing full well that history was about to crack wide open before dinnertime.
Funny thing; when world-changing events happen, most people are too busy buttering toast to notice.
That evening, I carefully steered the whole household toward watching Bonanza. I knew Nixon would interrupt with his big speech. My siblings groaned; some wanted The Wonderful World of Disney, others a rerun of The Brady Bunch but I held firm. “Trust me, kids,” I said. “This one’s going to be better than Little Joe getting shot for the fiftieth time.”
Sure enough, mid-episode, the broadcast cut away to Nixon, sweaty-jowled and grave, promising that suspending the convertibility of the dollar into gold was “only temporary.” Right. And the check was in the mail, and he wasn’t a crook. I knew better; this was the official default on Bretton Woods. Somewhere in Chicago or Manhattan, Mr. Martin Shapiro was no doubt staring at his TV and remembering the prophecy I’d laid on him months earlier. If he had any brains at all, he’d be dialing my number before his coffee went cold.
Gold, of course, would take years to really soar, but the trade was there; the rock-solid foundation on which I could build everything else. The trick would be getting around Nixon’s infamous “five-ounce rule.” Americans weren’t allowed to hoard gold bullion, only collectable coins. But overseas accounts were a different story. In 1971, you could:
Wire money to a Swiss or Luxembourg bank and quietly purchase gold certificates.
Buy Krugerrands through Canadian dealers (though technically smuggling if you brought them back).
Work with bullion houses in London, Zurich, or even Paris, where restrictions were looser.
In short: the door wasn’t locked, you just had to know which side entrance to use.
The very next morning, the house phone rang. As usual, every kid in the house sprinted for it like it was the last cookie in the jar. Luckily, my mother picked up first. I could see her expression change as a serious baritone on the other end asked to speak with “Edward.”
I grabbed the receiver, and of course Mom stayed on the extension.
“Good morning, Edward,” the voice said. “Mr. Shapiro has asked me to set up a meeting regarding your investment proposals. Would you be available this week?”
I nearly laughed at the absurdity of it; an eleven-year-old kid fielding calls from Wall Street. “Sure,” I said, “but I can’t exactly hop a train to Manhattan by myself. Could we meet here in town?”
No problem, he replied. They’d send someone out tomorrow to the local coffee shop. Perfect. I could pedal there on my bike.
My mother, however, was thunderstruck. She demanded to know what was going on. When I launched into a calm explanation of floating exchange rates, international arbitrage, the inflationary spiral that would follow, her jaw dropped. I listed some consequences of the Nixon Shock she should brace for:
A weaker dollar that would make imports more expensive.
Rising gold and commodity prices.
Accelerating inflation at home.
Foreign governments losing faith in the U.S.
And eventually, the oil shocks of ’73 and ’79; when OPEC would teach America the true price of gasoline.
She threw up her arms as if I were speaking in tongues. Maybe in her mind it really was like that scene of twelve-year-old Jesus in the Temple, confounding the elders. I was tempted to say, “Don’t you know I must be about my Father’s business?” but I settled for reassuring her this was just part of my “summer education.” She threatened to call the cops if I wasn’t back within an hour of the meeting. Fair enough.
The next day, I sat nervously in a vinyl booth at the local diner. In 1971, every Jersey diner looked the same: chrome trim, a long Formica counter lined with stools, and a jukebox that played nothing but Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on My Head. The air reeked of frying bacon, cigarette smoke, and burnt Maxwell House. I ordered a chocolate milk; figuring it looked more natural than coffee.
In walked not one, but three men in pinstriped suits. They scanned the room, spotted me, and marched straight over, looking both amused and disturbed. You could almost hear their thoughts: Is this a prank? Is Allen Funt hiding in the back with a camera?
They slid into the booth and tried to keep a straight face. One pulled out a legal pad. Another adjusted his tie like he was meeting Kissinger. I took a deep breath and went for the jugular.
“Gentlemen, here’s what I want. Full discretionary control over a $10 million portfolio. Management fee: two percent fixed. Performance fee: five percent of profits exceeding twenty percent annually. Fees to be deposited in an offshore account - Andorra, Monaco, Channel Islands, take your pick. I’ll also require a dedicated phone line installed at my home office in New Jersey.”
Their pens froze mid-scribble. I could see them struggling to process not just the audacity of my demands, but the absurdity of hearing them from a kid who couldn’t legally order pancakes without parental supervision.
Other terms I might add: quarterly performance reports, immunity from early withdrawal of capital, and strict confidentiality clauses, because, obviously, I didn’t want my classmates finding out I was running a hedge fund between spelling tests.
The three men nodded gravely, promised to take everything back to Mr. Shapiro, and shook my hand as if I were a pint-sized J.P. Morgan.
Walking out, I almost laughed aloud. Either I’d just made the greatest play of my new eleven-year-old life, or I’d become the weirdest footnote in Shapiro’s Wall Street career.
It was all well and good talking big numbers with Shapiro’s men, but in reality I was still pulling in six bucks a week from mowing lawns. Supporting myself throughout my entire adult life only to wind up wholly dependent on my parents again was a hard pill to swallow.
I was confusing the heck out of my mother and my aunt by being just a little too good: room spotless, teeth brushed every night, showering like some obsessive monk, acting as family peacekeeper to the point of sainthood. Of course, being “goody two shoes” was dangerous ground; peer wrath could fall like a hammer. The 1970s weren’t big on kids who stuck out for the wrong reasons.
Most evenings I’d plant myself within earshot of the adults’ cocktail hour; my aunt and uncle over, or family friends dropping by. The back porch all a haze of second-hand smoke and martini chatter was my classroom. My ears pricked up whenever the talk turned to geopolitics. Trouble is, it meant wading through platitudes: America, shining city on the hill, greatest country on earth, yadda yadda. Patriotic bromide was cheap. What made my skin crawl was the hypocrisy.
I tried pointing out, politely, at first, that criticizing the Soviet Politburo’s central planning while praising our own central planners was a bit rich. The CIA wasn’t exactly handing out candy, and those “defensive” military bases we had scattered across the globe weren’t just for decoration. Washington, I argued, was centralizing power at the expense of the states, trampling on the Constitution.
Thomas Jefferson, after all, warned us: “The natural progress of things is for liberty to yield and government to gain ground.” Or as he also said, “The government closest to the people serves the people best.”
Cue indulgent chuckles, pats on the head, and comments like:
“You’ll understand when you grow up.”
“You don’t know what it’s like to raise a family these days.”
“Why don’t you go outside and play ball with the other kids instead of talking about the Politburo?”
Ah yes. Nothing like dismissing uncomfortable truths with a refill of scotch.
Sixth grade loomed two weeks away, and I already felt my brain shutting down at the thought of endless hours in class. Worse, I remembered something chilling: the new teacher at our Catholic school that year, the one who “generously” opened the gym after hours for us sixth-graders to play basketball. The man who later lured kids upstairs with soft drinks and pizza, then crossed the line in ways that still make my skin crawl. At the time, the Church handled it with the efficiency of a corporate cover-up: shuffled him to another school, no prosecution, no justice.
This time around, I thought: maybe I can stop it early. All it would take was digging into where he’d worked before, finding evidence, getting my mother to ask questions, and tipping off the police. Maybe, just maybe, I could end his career before it spoilt more lives.
That idea snowballed. What about serial killers? Could I stop them too? My memory dredged up Bundy, Dahmer, Gacy, Kaczynski, Berkowitz. The names rang out, but the details were fuzzy; years, locations, timelines. Enough to plant seeds of suspicion, not enough to draw a map. I could call in anonymous tips, but even then… would the police believe an eleven-year-old who “just had a feeling”?
Better ways? Maybe:
Keep a scrapbook of “future crimes” with dates and locations, then mail it anonymously to local police when the time came.
Drop unsigned letters to newspapers before the killings began, describing the MO of the killers. Nothing gets attention like a scoop.
And why stop at serial killers? With the curse of hindsight, I could intervene in other ways:
Warn about defective products like the Ford Pinto, which would one day explode more often than it started.
Alert authorities to hijackings before they happened; airline terrorism was about to take off in the 70s.
Track which companies were about to unleash the next asbestos, thalidomide, or DDT disaster, and tip off the press.
Even prevent smaller tragedies: “Hey Mom, maybe don’t buy that Tylenol bottle in ’82.”
It was dizzying, really; knowing you had the power to change history but only as much credibility as a kid who still needed a ride to Little League.
This is all very nice, of course, but I knew that to get to the real meat of the world’s problems - for posterity’s sake, I needed to focus on the looming monetary disaster. And for that, I’d need power. And for power, I’d need money.
Two days later, the call came. My proposal was green-lit.
Now, keep in mind, this was not some cigar-smoking mogul on the line, but a secretary from the Manhattan office who had clearly been briefed: “You’re about to talk to a fifth-grader, so keep it simple.” We went over all the details.
Lawyers in New York were already drawing up my contract to manage a “small” $10 million fund, while their European counterparts were setting up my offshore structure. We settled on Andorra because I knew the place, they spoke French, and honestly, Andorra wouldn’t appear on the authorities’ radar until, oh, sometime around the next Ice Age. My account would be tucked inside a nice little shell company under my full control, with quarterly payments wired in like clockwork.
Finally, the secretary asked if I could come into Manhattan next week to sign the agreement. I hesitated. “Um… I can’t exactly take the train into the city by myself.”
Without missing a beat, she said, “We’ll send a limo.”
A limo. For me. An eleven-year-old in short pants. I’d have to find something nice to wear.
I agreed to the limo, of course, and decided I’d just have to skip school that day and hope nobody noticed. After all, how many eleven-year-olds in 1971 were skipping arithmetic to ink hedge-fund deals in midtown?
The company also promised to send Ma Bell out to install a dedicated phone line at our house, allowing me to call in trades; or, for that matter, the French Riviera, on the firm’s dime. This was excellent news. Less excellent: the part where I’d have to explain to my parents why AT&T was suddenly running wires into my bedroom. I figured if I could sell Jeffersonian philosophy to cocktail-swilling adults, I could sell my parents a free phone line.
The mechanics of the fund were straightforward. I’d call in orders, get patched to a trader, rattle off the fund code with stops and targets, and voilà, done. Monthly printouts would arrive in the mail with my fees, which would be wired to Andorra.
The only snag: I had no way to actually touch the money. ATM machines weren’t around yet, or at least I didn’t see any. Maybe I could swing an American Express card linked to the Andorran account. In the meantime, I was still mowing lawns for $24 a month. Picture it: the only hedge fund manager in the world who mowed lawns and shoveled driveways for pocket change.
At home, I tried to keep a low profile; tough when you’re insisting the family watch Wall $treet Week with Louis Rukeyser on Friday nights. Luckily, I’d recruited my father as cover; he pretended to be interested so it didn’t look like his son had been body-snatched by Milton Friedman.
Of course, the rest of the family groaned. Eyes rolled whenever I contradicted the TV pundits. “What makes you think you know more than those guys?” they’d ask.
Contradiction highlights:
When an “expert” said inflation was “transitory” in 1971, I muttered, “You’ll be saying the same thing in 2021.”
Another praised government spending as a stimulus: “Yeah,” I whispered, “like giving whiskey and car keys to teenage boys.” (Thanks, P.J. O’Rourke.)
When one analyst predicted the dollar would “hold firm,” I nearly spit out my chocolate milk: “Sure, and the Titanic was just taking on a little water.”
Truth bombs from an eleven-year-old in short pants didn’t exactly shift the room.
Still, something was gnawing at me: the sheer sameness of suburban America. My whole life I’d been bouncing around Europe, with foreign languages, odd food, and the thrill of being an outsider. At first, this nostalgic ride through 1971 America was fun. But now it was starting to itch.
So I asked our parish priest if he knew of any new immigrants in town. Maybe I could find some French speakers, or at least people who didn’t think “exotic cuisine” meant simply putting pineapple on a ham.
He introduced me to a French family who had just joined the parish; Monsieur and Madame Dupont, with two kids about my age. They were delighted to meet “local Americans,” so they invited me over for Sunday coffee hour. Coffee - ugh; but Madame pressed a plate of madeleines into my hand and said, “Allez-y, goûte, c’est fait maison.”
I replied without missing a beat, “Elles sont encore chaudes… comme à Commercy !”
Her eyes lit up. “Mais enfin, tu parles français ?”
So there we were, me and the Duponts, carrying on in full-speed French, while some of the other guests looked on like we were transmitting from Mars. I decided to play the part of the snobby Frenchman by peppering the conversation with lines like:
“Ils mangent des légumes… en conserve ! Même les haricots, c’est criminel.”
“Leur pain, mon Dieu… on dirait du polystyrène compressé.”
“Et le fromage ? Tout est orange. On ne sait pas si c’est à manger ou pour repeindre une clôture.”
Monsieur Dupont nearly choked on his coffee laughing.
For me, it was like discovering a secret embassy; a place to drop the mask of 1971 New Jersey suburbia and slip back into the cadence of France. Every Sunday afternoon, I’d sneak off from my family to join the Duponts for madeleines and merciless commentary on “les Américains” and their strange obsession with green Jell-O molds.
Of course, I had to be very careful not to mention events that hadn’t happened yet. Once, while complaining about American politics, I almost blurted out, “Eh bien, attendez seulement jusqu’à l’élection de Mitterrand en 1981; ” Their confused stares forced me into a panicked backpedal: “Enfin… je veux dire… si jamais un jour la France élit un socialiste… ce serait une catastrophe !” That seemed to satisfy them, though I had to gulp down my madeleine before I said anything else.
Their children, ages ten and twelve, were trying desperately to lose their French accents at school. They wanted to blend in, to be “real Americans.” Meanwhile, I argued passionately with their parents that this was a mistake: “Un jour, ce pays sera bilingue, grâce aux millions d’Hispaniques du Sud. Le français sera un atout, pas un fardeau.” They nodded politely, but I could tell they thought I was just a precocious little fellow.
Still, those French Sunday afternoons went a long way toward helping me cope with missing my life in Europe. It was like slipping through a secret portal; one made of butter, sugar, and sarcasm.
By the time I started sixth grade for the second time in my life, I was all set to begin placing orders. While other kids were worrying about dodgeball and fractions, I was thinking in terms of portfolios and compounded returns. My strategy was simple: stick to a few big ideas and focus on long-term investing. I reasoned that I had all the time in the world to amass a fortune, so I might as well do it right.
As Warren Buffett put it, “Diversification is protection against ignorance. It makes little sense if you know what you are doing.” To say I knew what I was doing was an understatement; I knew the future. The kind of edge hedge fund managers would sell their grandmothers for. Sometimes I wondered: maybe Buffett came from the future too. If so, I looked forward to comparing notes with him someday.
First order of business: load up on Homestake Mining. Gold would run from $35 to over $800 an ounce, and I intended to hold on for the ride. Then it was McDonald’s, Disney, Coca-Cola, and Xerox; all of which I’d sell before the 1973 crash, at which point I’d gleefully short the market. My trusty ally in this crusade? The local library, conveniently stocked with Value Line, a treasure map of stock nuggets waiting for me to match them against my fuzzy-but-serviceable memory of financial history. Later, I’d ride the OPEC oil embargo like a surfer catching the perfect wave, picking up Exxon, Chevron, and Shell while everyone else screamed about gas lines and rationing.
But underneath my trading plan was a much bigger idea gnawing at me: fixing the fundamental mistake that was about to reshape the world economy. Nixon’s “temporary” closing of the gold window wasn’t just a bad policy, it was the original sin of modern finance. The future I remembered was full of WTF Happened in 1971 charts: exploding debt, ballooning deficits, and money that bought less every year.
I reasoned: had the US stuck with gold-backed currency, trade deficits would have had to be settled in gold. And since the US can’t print gold, the imbalances would have been corrected decades ago. Instead, by leaving real money behind, America had doomed itself to a $37 trillion national debt, trillion-dollar interest payments, trillion-dollar deficits, inflation, and the shadow of eventual bankruptcy.
That was my premise, the bedrock of my mission. I wasn’t just trying to get rich, though that was certainly the fun part. I was trying, in my own bizarre way, to right the wrongs of 1971.
I found myself slipping into a routine. Reading books in the back of class under my desk, running off to the library after school to devour the financial pages, and playing tennis whenever I could find a partner or, failing that, a brick wall that didn’t complain. Recess was my favorite time, because I could wander off to a corner and jabber away in French with the Dupont kids. Naturally, the rest of the playground thought we were total weirdos who should’ve been playing baseball instead of acting like pint-sized philosophers from Paris.
That said, I tried to help the Duponts “Americanize” as best I could. My advice included such gems as:
Always say “Have a nice day!” even if you don’t mean it. Especially if you don’t mean it.
Pretend to like peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, or you’ll be branded a communist.
Memorize the rules of baseball, but don’t worry, no one actually understands the infield fly rule.
Laugh loudly at TV commercials. Americans love commercials. Sometimes more than the shows.
And above all, never, ever admit you prefer cheese that smells like feet.
Sixth grade flew by, then seventh. My backhand was coming along nicely as my body finally caught up with the size of my racket. Having been a top collegiate athlete in my previous life, I had the advantage of hindsight, which meant I could skip a lot of the superstitious training nonsense still floating around the 70s. Things like: “Don’t exercise at night, you’ll never sleep.” “Don’t eat before working out, your stomach will explode.” “Don’t drink water while training, you’ll cramp up and die.” I half expected someone to warn me not to run too fast or I’d wear out my heart before adulthood.
Meanwhile, my portfolio was booming. Shapiro was all smiles every time he got me on the phone. I was his star manager, though I suspected he was quietly mirroring half my trades for himself. He would’ve loved to trot me out in front of his Board of Directors, but given my pint-sized stature and squeaky, prepubescent voice, it was better for everyone if I stayed the mysterious “man behind the curtain.” Wizard of Oz without the emerald wardrobe.
II remained skeptical of the whole moon landing saga. Nixon had just announced the manned space shuttle program, and I couldn’t help but wonder aloud:
“If we can land on the moon and drive a dune buggy up there, why are we spending billions to invent a reusable bus just to circle the Earth?”
Adults would chuckle, pat my head, and mutter something about “progress.” But I kept asking.
“Why are the photos so clear when the astronauts had no one up there taking the picture?”
“If there’s no wind on the moon, why is the flag flapping like laundry on a clothesline?”
“Why does it take five minutes to get a TV signal from New Jersey to California, but only two seconds from the Sea of Tranquility?”
“And if we went there six times already, why did we stop? Did we get bored of the moon?”
It wasn’t that I fully disbelieved it; more that it didn’t add up. And nothing makes a precocious eleven-year-old more insufferable than arithmetic that doesn’t add up.
The kicker for me was the way everyone kept talking about the future of “space colonization” while barely managing to keep gas in their Chevy Impalas. I’d mutter, “Maybe fix traffic lights first, then Mars.”
Every time I saw Walter Cronkite breathlessly reporting another Apollo mission, I’d smirk to myself and imagine him secretly thinking, “How long can we keep this going?”
The whole thing became my private running joke. Whenever an adult praised “American ingenuity” or “our great NASA achievements,” I’d say something like:
“Yes, it’s amazing what we can do in space. I only wish we had the technology to invent a toaster that doesn’t burn one side of the bread.”
Cue awkward silence.
As for music - no band yet. I still dreamed of fronting one, but I figured I should wait until my voice dropped below “Mickey Mouse with a head cold” before auditioning. For now, I was content with the radio. The joy of listening in 1971 was doubled by my prior knowledge: knowing exactly which scruffy bands were destined to become immortal legends. It made even the AM dial sound like a time machine. I couldn’t wait to be old enough to head into the city and see those legends “live” at Madison Square Garden. And this time, I thought smugly, maybe I’d let the company limo handle my transport.
My account at the Andorran bank was filling up quite nicely, mostly thanks to the 2% management fee, which brought in a cool $200,000 a year. Not bad for a twelve-year-old who still had to ask permission to go downtown.
So far, no performance fees; my fund was hovering just under the 20% profit line. But I knew things would explode once the Chicago Board Options Exchange (CBOE) opened in 1973. Options on commodities had existed before then, but that was a field I had little experience with, other than remembering the OPEC embargo and oil-price hysteria that would hit that same year. Should be fun.
The Andorran bank was fine for stashing my loot, but I needed more flexibility. To really trade on my own account, I’d need a brokerage. And in the 1970s, banks and brokers were as separate as church and state; you couldn’t just buy stocks out of your savings passbook.
Problem: how does a twelve-year-old open a brokerage account? Even in Andorra, I couldn’t exactly waltz in wearing a clip-on tie and say, “Good day, gentlemen, I’d like to trade millions in equities and options between recess and gym class.”
My tentative solution: open the account in the name of my Andorran shell company. The paperwork could be mailed, and as long as the company’s “signature” was provided, nobody would care if the CEO was barely five feet tall. If needed, I could somehow bribe a friendly notary. The real trick was keeping Shapiro’s lawyers out of it. If he ever caught wind that I was running a personal book on the side, he’d want a cut. Or worse, he’d ask why I wasn’t doing the same trades for the fund.
By 1973, the world outside my little empire was buzzing. Nixon’s second inauguration, “peace” talks in Vietnam, Watergate starting to unravel. Sports news everywhere too; but I stayed away.
Sure, I remembered a few outcomes: Mark Spitz’s seven gold medals, Ali vs. Frazier, the 1980 “Miracle on Ice.” But sports betting in the ’70s was run by the Mafia, and the last thing I needed was a goon in a polyester suit showing up at my parents’ front door. Imagine the conversation:
“Lady, your boy here seems to know every game result before it happens. We’d like a word.”
No thanks. I decided to stick with the markets.
The World Trade Center opened in New York. Two shiny towers scraping the sky. Everyone was in awe, but I just thought, yikes… enjoy them while they last. I filed that away for thirty years down the road.
Then came Skylab, America’s shiny new space station, which only fueled my moon-landing skepticism. If we’d already been to the moon half a dozen times, why blow billions on something that only orbited the Earth? It felt like boasting about conquering Mount Everest, then spending the next decade building a ladder to your attic.
June of 1973 brought Nixon’s brilliant idea of a 60-day economy-wide price freeze. As if telling stores “don’t raise prices” could somehow erase inflation caused by printing dollars like Monopoly money. It was obvious to me that you couldn’t fix a currency problem with duct tape and wishful thinking.
How to invest against it? Gold, naturally. But also: commodities in general, wheat, soybeans, oil; all would break free once the artificial cap cracked. I’d have to place some options on these. Of course, hard assets like farmland, timber, and real estate would thrive; anything you couldn’t just “freeze.” And the contrarian play: companies that would quietly jack up quality to raise prices in disguise. “New and Improved!” was really code for “We shrank it but doubled the price.”
It was Econ 101 meets the Three Stooges: the government poked inflation in the eyes, only to get slapped with shortages and black markets.
As Milton Friedman put it, “If you put the federal government in charge of the Sahara Desert, in five years there’d be a shortage of sand.”
I figured I’d be there with a truckload of sandbags to sell.
I was turning thirteen this year and heading into 8th grade, which meant High School loomed in the fall. I still hadn’t figured a way out of this quagmire of dependency. I was making good money, sure, but as a minor I couldn’t touch it. So there I was, a theoretical millionaire on paper, still living off my parents’ meatloaf and cornflakes. To make matters worse, the law required me to show up at school every day, because any kid seen roaming town between 9 and 3 without a hall pass was assumed to be either a truant or a runaway.
It looked like I’d be locked into the system until at least sixteen. Well then, I thought, I may as well lean into the carefree side of it. High school parties, Friday night football games, prom, and eventually the rock concerts I’d been dreaming about; Zeppelin, the Stones, Simon & Garfunkel at Madison Square Garden. Imagine showing up in 1975 with a limo and saying, “I’ve got a little pocket money, let’s sit front row.” If I couldn’t yet escape the system, I could at least enjoy the perks.
At long last I got my hands on a pair of actual running shoes. Clomping along in old Converse was giving me shin splints. These new shoes were clunky by modern standards, but at least they weren’t designed to double as basketball sneakers and lawn-mowing gear. My Olympic and pro-sports dreams were long gone, but I was happy enough knowing I could settle into competing at the HS, college, and club levels without destroying my knees.
Back then, the big pep talk hammered into every American kid was that we could all “be anything we set our minds to” - President, astronaut, or gold medalist. Teachers and guidance counselors had posters of Uncle Sam pointing at us like a personal pep squad. Of course, I knew better. Some kids are born with the fast-twitch fibers of a gazelle, others with the hand-eye coordination of a garden hose. The “you can be anything” myth was mostly peddled by 1960s-70s school reformers and self-esteem enthusiasts who believed that positive thinking alone could erase structural limits. The arguments against it are simple: try as I might, no amount of optimism would’ve gotten me into the NBA. And as Thomas Sowell later put it, “There are no solutions. There are only trade-offs.”
I decided to go out for both the track team and the tennis team. Ambitious, sure, but I figured they were compatible. I wouldn’t run endless miles; I’d focus on the high jump, where my old university training would give me an edge, while honing my tennis strokes with my thirteen-year-old legs fresh as springs.
The first week of high school began just as I remembered it: freshman orientation, homeroom, long lectures about the rules, the rules about the rules, and the rules about not forgetting the rules. Classes didn’t look too hard, though I knew I should at least pretend to pay attention. Reading French novels and crossword puzzles in the back row might not work quite as smoothly here as it did in grade school. Still, I kept plotting ways to drop truth bombs. If a teacher made a sweeping claim about economics, history, or politics, I’d raise my hand and calmly quote Milton Friedman, or Jefferson, or even Reagan-before-he-was-President. Watching their faces squirm as a teenager torpedoed their lecture would be worth every detention slip.
Cross-country practice in September was the real test. There was no freshman or JV team; just all of us, thirteen-year-olds mixed with eighteen-year-olds, all running together. The varsity guys were laughing, nudging each other: “These little kids are gonna be roadkill.”
The whistle blew, and off we went. Within a mile, the herd split. Most of the new guys dropped back, gasping. But to the varsity’s surprise, I was still hanging right with them. They gave me the “cute kid” smile, then picked up the pace. I matched it. They upped it again. I matched it. By mile five, they were sweating. I was grinning. By mile seven, I wasn’t just hanging with them, I was practically narrating the run like Howard Cosell: “Ladies and gentlemen, the senior is fading! The sophomore looks strong but… oh no, he’s tying his shoe!”
By the time we jogged back into the schoolyard, I had earned a little respect. Not bad for a thirteen-year-old in short shorts who still couldn’t legally buy a Slurpee without parental permission.
History class, third period. The teacher was droning on about the greatness of American leadership, pointer tapping at a map of the world like he was directing an orchestra only he could hear.
“Now, class,” he said, “President Nixon is working tirelessly to bring peace in Vietnam and stability to our economy. His leadership will ensure America’s prosperity for decades to come.”
Most of the kids just stared at the clock. A few doodled peace signs in the margins of their notebooks. I raised my hand.
“Yes, Edward?”
“Well, sir,” I said as innocently as possible, “if Nixon’s working so tirelessly for peace, why are we still bombing Cambodia? And if he’s guaranteeing prosperity, why does he need wage and price controls? Isn’t that what they try in socialist countries?”
The room went dead quiet. A couple of kids looked up from their doodles, suddenly interested.
The teacher stammered. “Uh… well… that’s a complicated matter. The President; ”
I kept going. “And if we’re so committed to prosperity, why are we offloading our gold reserves to pay for foreign wars? My grandfather says if you spend more than you earn, eventually you’re broke. Isn’t that true for countries too?”
At that point, half the class was staring at me like I’d just announced that I built a time machine. The teacher forced a smile, adjusted his tie, and muttered, “That’s… quite an advanced observation, Edward. Perhaps we can discuss it after class.”
Translation: shut up, kid, you’re making me look bad.
I smiled sweetly, folded my hands on my desk, and said, “Of course, sir.”
The kid next to me leaned over and whispered, “Man, where do you get this stuff?”
I shrugged. “Just gotta read any newspaper.”
OPEC kept ratcheting up the price of petroleum, and I knew there was money to be made. In 1973, derivatives markets were still in their infancy; no fancy ETFs or synthetic swaps. But with the Chicago Board Options Exchange about to open, equity options were just around the corner. Meanwhile, I could play it the old-fashioned way: futures contracts on crude oil and refined products traded on the NYMEX and other exchanges, or even better, call options on oil majors like Exxon, Chevron, and Shell once the CBOE listed them. When oil goes up, their profits will gush like a Texas derrick, and I’d be there with a very large bucket.
As I phoned in my trades from the top floor of our big old house, I liked to make it sound as if I were sweating bullets. “Let’s nibble at 500 shares, but take it easy, don’t spook the market,” I’d whisper dramatically, as if my twelve-year-old voice carried the weight of J.P. Morgan himself. Truth was, it didn’t matter how the orders were executed; I already knew they were winners.
When the trader would gush over my “astute investment instincts,” I’d shrug it off. “Beginner’s luck,” I’d mutter, while doodling in my notebook or picking at a pimple. He seemed to buy it, but I wondered how long I could keep up the act. After all, I was leaning hard on memory of economic history, geopolitical shifts, a foggy recollection of dates and headlines. Sometimes I didn’t know the exact date, so I just got in early. Better early and right than late and miss the trade. Besides, vagueness had its perks; it helped divert suspicion. After all, what kind of clairvoyant hedge fund manager hedges his bets with “sometime next quarter”?
And then there was Nixon’s so-called “Smithsonian Agreement.” He hailed it as a “fundamental reorganization of international monetary affairs”; which was politician-speak for “we’ve bought ourselves six months, maybe.” The problem was, Washington treated the dollar like a piñata: keep whacking it and see what falls out. The Fed printed merrily, discipline vanished, and gold in the free market kept thumbing its nose at the official rate.
By Valentine’s Day 1973, fitting, since it was a love letter to devaluation, Nixon had to lop 10% off the dollar’s value. Japan and the Europeans (OEEC at the time) took one look and said, “Forget this,” letting their currencies float free. Within a decade, all industrial nations had followed suit. The gold-backed world was officially dead; the free-floating dollar was king.
I scribbled in my notebook: King Dollar; long may he reign… until he doesn’t.
Or as my future self once read in a dusty economics tome: “Fiat money always returns to its intrinsic value; zero.”
And here I was, a scrawny kid in New Jersey, betting away my earnings, and a few million of Shapiro’s, on the world’s greatest rigged game.
Back in the schoolroom
So I’m sitting there in Social Studies class, half-listening, half-doodling stock charts in the margins of my notebook, when I hear the teacher proclaim:
“The Constitution guarantees that the federal government protects the liberty of all citizens.”
I raise my hand. “Didn’t Jefferson say the government is best which governs least? I think we’re drifting in the opposite direction.”
The teacher frowned. “Well, that’s a… debatable interpretation.”
“Oh sure,” I said, as sweetly as a thirteen-year-old can. “That must be why we’ve got wage controls, draft cards, and a thousand-page tax code. Sounds like liberty to me.”
A ripple of laughter went through the class. The teacher shot me the look that teachers reserve for students they’d love to strangle if not for tenure. But to her credit, she didn’t berate me or make a stupid rebuttal. Instead, she tried a different tack:
“Alright, Edward. How about you channel some of that energy into an essay? Any topic in civics, economics, or the Constitution.”
I smiled. Finally, homework worth doing.
After cross-country practice, where I kept up with the varsity squad again, and mowing the neighbor’s lawn for my princely $3, I sat at my desk and began my essay. I titled it:
“We Should All Be Wealthy.”
I began with the Industrial Age. How machines, steam power, and harnessed energy gave ordinary men the leverage of giants. Inventions followed like dominoes: electricity, engines, the telegraph, telephones, typewriters, refrigeration, indoor plumbing, the automobile, the airplane, radio, movies, washing machines, record players, elevators, even the humble zipper. Without which, incidentally, America might never have become a superpower. Try winning a war in button-fly trousers.
All this progress unfolded under the gold standard; hard money that tethered governments to fiscal sanity. Wealth spread rapidly. Wages grew while prices gently declined. The Western world was poised for untold prosperity.
Then came 1913 - the year America decided to shoot itself in the foot and reload. The income tax and the Federal Reserve, two stealth contraptions designed by the political deep state of the day to siphon the nation’s prosperity into their own pockets.
Here I introduced Cantillon. In his monetary theory, he discovered that growth in the money supply; even under a commodity-based money regime; produces positive wealth effects for the early recipients of new money. Conversely, there are eventually negative wealth effects for the later recipients. This outcome became known as the Cantillon Effect. In plain English: the folks closest to the printing press get rich, while everyone else watches their wages buy less and less.
Instead of universal prosperity, we got permanent inflation. Instead of savings compounding into generational wealth, we got cost-of-living adjustments just to tread water. In a sane world, our grandparents’ savings accounts would have become trust funds, feeding dividends to us for life. Even those without family savings would see their wages stretch effortlessly in a deflationary economy. Bread cheaper every year, not dearer.
I wrapped it up with a flourish: “If liberty means anything, it means the freedom to keep the fruits of one’s labor. And if prosperity means anything, it means we should all be wealthy by now. That we are not is not the fault of the free market, but of those who bent it to their will.”
I could hardly wait to see my teacher’s reaction. Something told me this essay would either earn me an “A” or a tongue-lashing. Possibly both.
So far I’d been able to fool my parents into thinking that the private phone line installed at Shapiro’s expense was for my “language exchange and tutoring business.” My dad’s only concern was that it wasn’t costing him anything. My mom, meanwhile, loved bragging to her friends: “He’s on the phone morning and night speaking French to Paris!” All good… except I don’t know how anyone could confuse “Sell 200 contracts at market!” or “Dump the bonds, buy the calls!” with Parlez-vous français.
Two years into running the fund, the numbers looked good. I’d collected $472,680 in management fees and $203,252 in performance fees; about $676,000 for my personal account. Not bad for a 12–13 year old who still couldn’t legally get a driver’s license. But that was just the beginning. I reinvested every penny back into my own trading, far more aggressively than the fund. By September 1973, my personal stash had ballooned to nearly $1.5 million.
Meanwhile, Shapiro’s fund had nearly doubled; the original $10 million now sat at over $18 million, even after my skim. So while my neighborhood bank account grew at a princely $24 a month from mowing lawns, I was secretly skimming three-quarters of a million out of a doubling portfolio.
Life was good. Still, I needed to discreetly get my hands on some actual spending money. I couldn’t exactly walk into Bamberger’s or Macy’s with a wheelbarrow of bearer bonds.
So I had the Andorran bank open a sub-account in New York through one of the big boys; likely Chase Manhattan, Citibank, or Manufacturers Hanover. Back then, these banks were eager for international deposits; nobody was asking about “beneficial owners,” no KYC Know-Your-Customer grilling, and certainly no money-laundering checklists. If you could spell “Andorra” and sign in fountain pen, you were good to go.
The kicker: they sent me by mail a shiny new BankAmericard, the precursor to Visa, which was just starting to spread nationally by the early ’70s. Diners Club and American Express were also out there, but BankAmericard was the first real mass-market card tied to a checking account. Even better, a few experimental ATMs were beginning to appear in New York and New Jersey around 1972–73. Suddenly, I could pull cash out of a machine like some kind of magician, and spend freely without raiding my lawn-mowing stash.
I immediately upgraded my life: decent running shoes, a Jimmy Connors Wilson T2000 racket, and a couple of crisp button-downs so I wouldn’t look like a ragamuffin hedge-fund manager.
Another three years of this, and I’d be sixteen. Then, finally, I could split from the totalitarian regime of Mom, Dad, and six siblings; not to mention daily indoctrination from the American school system. I’d be free. Or at least, as free as a multi-millionaire could be.
Besides the stock market, I also started collecting baseball cards. I’d buy a few packs with my pocket money, rip them open, and flip through to see if there were any future collector’s gems. I’d always hand the brittle pink stick of gum to one of my little brothers; “Here, enjoy”; because even then, chewing Topps gum felt like gnawing on a pink roof shingle.
After a while, I had a decent stash: a Willie Mays, Nolan Ryan, Johnny Bench, Hank Aaron, Roberto Clemente, and Reggie Jackson. On the football side, O.J. Simpson before he made the news for reasons other than rushing yards, and for basketball, a Pete Maravich and a Dr. J. I sealed the best ones in a thick plastic folder, my own time capsule.
The markets, meanwhile, were in the doldrums. My shorts were humming beautifully, and gold was still marching upward like a determined infantry battalion. Oil, too. I knew the broad market would be stuck in neutral all the way until 1982, so I stayed busy picking up oil majors like Exxon, Chevron, and Shell; the only lifeboats in a choppy sea.
The ’73–’74 period was brutal. The Dow Jones lost nearly half its value, inflation soared into double digits, unemployment spiked, and faith in the system eroded as Watergate unraveled Nixon. For the average investor it was a nightmare; for me, it was a banquet. While everyone else was white-knuckling through the bear market, I was the only 13-year-old in America cheering for the OPEC oil embargo and the end of the Nifty Fifty.
Oddly enough, I actually started enjoying school. High school was, against all odds, more interesting than grammar school. Teachers had learned to expect trouble whenever my hand went up, but sometimes I think they secretly enjoyed the sparring. Even a few students got bold enough to jump in.
Student: “We’re lucky to live in a country where government spending keeps the economy strong.”
Me: “Yeah, that’s like saying we’re lucky to have termites keeping our house ventilated.”
Student: “I think America should just print more money to solve poverty.”
Me: “Sure, and if we run out of food we can just print hamburgers too.”
Student: “Vietnam is worth fighting for because we have to stop communism.”
Me: “Communism will collapse on its own; it doesn’t need our help. It’s like a bad restaurant; eventually, people stop eating there.”
That fall, I earned my first varsity letter in cross-country, but long-distance running wasn’t going to be my thing. Winter was for weight training those spindly legs, prepping for the high jump, then segueing into tennis in the spring. None of it was career-minded; just pure joy in the feeling of an indestructible, tireless body.
I loved my new rhythm: wake up at dawn, run before school, sit through classes while sneaking books under the desk, endure phys-ed calisthenics, then sports practice, then mowing lawns, then calling in trades, then - for dessert, the library after dinner.
Most kids my age were exhausted just finishing homework. I was living three lives at once: student, athlete, and hedge fund manager. The only thing missing was a cape.
Then something happened that I had completely forgotten from the first time around. The house phone rang one evening; that big beige rotary bolted to the kitchen wall with a cord long enough to lasso a cow.
“EDDY!” one of my brothers bellowed up the stairs. “TELEPHONE!”
I punched the button for the second line on my company system - because, of course, I had one.
“Hello?”
“Um… hi, Eddy? This is Susan. We’re in English class together.”
It all came back in an instant. This was that call, the annual Girls Athletic Association Christmas dance, where the girls did the asking. The first time through, I’d been totally blindsided. Who is this girl? What does she even look like?
But now, with the wisdom of 65 years rattling in my head, I managed to keep my cool.
“Oh Susan! So nice to hear from you; how are you?”
There was a pause on the line. “Uh… good. I was actually calling to ask if you’d like to go to the Christmas dance with me?”
Thirteen-year-old me would have panicked. Sixty-five-year-old me smiled into the receiver and said, “I’d be delighted. And may I say, you’ve got more courage than half the guys I know; calling up a boy out of the blue like this. I admire that.”
Her giggle told me I’d landed it.
Of course, reality set in: how on earth do I pull this off? I didn’t drive, and hiring a limo would’ve looked like I was headed to Studio 54 instead of a high school gym dance. Problem solved; my mom volunteered to chauffeur. I’m pretty sure she was more excited to scope out my date than to actually drive me.
Prom Night, 1973
The gymnasium was decked out in crepe paper streamers, paper snowflakes, and a disco ball that had seen better days. The live band was a group of seniors calling themselves The Electric Mustangs. They played covers of Chicago, the Jackson 5, and Three Dog Night; occasionally in tune.
I did my best to be gallant. “Shall we dance?” I asked Susan, and she promptly stepped on my toes before we even made it to the floor. She smiled anyway, probably thinking “cute awkward” instead of “hopeless.”
Halfway through, a suspiciously fruity punch started making the rounds. Somebody’s older brother had clearly spiked it, and by the second cup, half the girls were giggling twice as loudly as usual and the boys were swaggering like Frank Sinatra.
Susan, emboldened by sugar and whatever else was in the punch, leaned closer and whispered, “So… are you ever going to kiss me?”
My 65-year-old brain screamed: absolutely not, I’m older than your dad, I could even be your grandfather. My 13-year-old body, however, froze like a deer in headlights. I muttered something about “saving the best for later” and quickly asked if she wanted another cup of punch. She rolled her eyes but mercifully let me off the hook.
Still, I think the punch was starting to hit me too; because out of nowhere I got a wild idea. A full-on Marty McFly moment, fifteen years early.
One of the guys in the band was in my gym class, so during their break I sidled up to him and said, “Hey, you know Johnny B. Goode, right? Mind if I sit in and sing it?” He raised an eyebrow but shrugged. “Sure, kid. Knock yourself out.”
A record was still spinning to keep the crowd dancing, but when the band came back, they called me up. I grabbed the mic. My voice cracked once or twice; puberty makes for a lousy sound engineer; but I powered through: Deep down in Louisiana close to New Orleans…
The piano player took the guitar solo, stretching it out into a five-minute jam while I duck-walked across the stage, doing my best Chuck Berry shuffle. For one glorious moment, the gymnasium wasn’t a sweaty high-school dance with crepe-paper snowflakes; it was the Apollo Theater, and I was the headliner.
When the song crashed to its big finish, there was a pause, then the place erupted. Kids were screaming, clapping, half in shock that the strange kid from English class had just turned into a rock ’n’ roll showman.
And Susan? Her mouth hung open. She clapped politely, but the look on her face said: Who exactly did I invite to this dance?
In the end, I survived the night; no arrests, no broken toes, and no scandalous headlines in the school newsletter. And maybe, just maybe, I scored a few points with the crowd. I wasn’t just the smart-aleck kid in class anymore. I was the smart-aleck kid who could bring down the house with Johnny B. Goode.
Back in the real world of market panics, political scandals, and consumer prices climbing faster than Steve McQueen on a Harley, 1974 was looking grim. Then came a hand-delivered envelope from Shapiro’s office; the kind of heavy cream stationery that already smells like bad news.
I ripped it open: a new contract. Translation: a pay cut. My management fee slashed from 2% to 0.75%.
I bolted upstairs, slammed the door, and picked up my private line.
“Shapiro. Now.”
A moment later his gravelly voice came on. “Yes, Edward?”
I didn’t bother with pleasantries. “What the hell is this?”
He sighed, the long kind adults give before they start explaining Santa Claus isn’t real. “Times are tough, young man. Our margins are being squeezed. The firm’s products are barely squeaking by.”
“Don’t give me that,” I cut in. “The fund I manage has doubled in two years. Your clients pay a 2% load just to get in, another 2% to get out; and not one of them has even redeemed yet. You’re making money hand over fist, and you want to cut my fee?”
Shapiro tried to rally. “Yes, well, that may be, but the company overall is struggling. I have to cut costs where I can.”
I leaned into the receiver. “Here’s my counter. No; here’s my final offer. Move the majority of your assets under my management. I believe you’re sitting on, what, half a billion dollars AUM? You put it in my hands, and I’ll accept 0.75%. Otherwise, I walk.”
There was silence on the line. Then a chuckle. “This is outlandish. How am I supposed to sell that to my board? Put the bulk of our assets under the care of a… what are you now, thirteen?”
“That’s not my problem,” I said coolly. “What is your problem is surviving 1974. Everyone else is praying the market bounces; I already have a very good idea when it will bottom. You think I’m stubborn holding my shorts? Just wait until I flip long. You’ll be writing me thank-you notes from your yacht.”
Shapiro gave another sigh; but this time, it sounded almost like admiration. “Alright, young fella. Maybe it’d be cheaper to fire the rest of my managers and let you run the lot. Sometimes I wonder if you’re not some kind of extraterrestrial.”
“Only when the market’s open,” I said.
He laughed. “Fine. Tear up that new contract. I’ll see what I can do.”
I hung up grinning. I’d just bluffed my way into the deal of a lifetime. Even at 0.75%, a half-billion under management meant $3.75 million in annual fees. Not bad for a kid still getting chauffeured to school by his mom.
In my other life, after living in Paris for many years, I moved my family down to Andorra in the Pyrenees Mountains, where we would ski all throughout the winter. I realized I missed skiing too.
Walking down the hall at school, what do I see but a sign-up board for the annual school ski trip. I remembered these trips, though I never went the first time around because my track coach always warned, “Don’t risk broken bones.” Forget that advice; this time, I was going.
It wasn’t cheap, but I could easily swing it. Snowboards weren’t even a thing yet, and the rental skis were big, clunky planks with metal edges sharp enough to slice a ham. I’d have to make do without my sleek Head parabolics.
I told my trader I’d check in early morning and evening from a pay phone. My trades were all in place; I didn’t anticipate any ground-shaking moves while I was away.
First day on the slopes was chaos. Endless lines for rentals, more lines for lift tickets, and the general impression that ski resorts in 1971 were organized by whoever had the longest clipboard. Because I was a freshman, they stuck me with the “beginners group,” led by an instructor who clearly thought turning was optional. That lasted about an hour before I slipped away and headed straight for the black diamonds. Once I adjusted to the old skis, I was carving down the toughest runs like I’d never left Andorra.
The funny part came later. At day’s end, I remembered I had to check in with Shapiro’s office. So there I was, still dripping snow, crammed into a fogged-up pay phone booth at the lodge with a line of kids waiting behind me. I shouted into the receiver:
“SELL 200 CONTRACTS AT MARKET! DUMP THE BONDS! HOLD THE CALLS!”
The other kids were in line behind me to call their parents. One leaned over to his buddy and whispered, “Holy crap… is he calling the Pentagon?”
I hung up, stepped out of the booth with snow melting down my collar, and gave them my best James Bond nod. No one asked me to explain; which was exactly how I liked it.
My best trade so far, of course, was gold. Technically it was supposed to be off-limits for Americans, unless you were a dentist melting fillings or a “collector” hoarding Saint-Gaudens Double Eagles. Luckily, Shapiro’s money didn’t care about passports.
For my own accounts, though, I used the Andorran shell to open an allocated account in Zurich, where Credit Suisse politely tagged a few 400-ounce bars with my name on them. Just for fun, I also picked up some Indian Head and Liberty coins; officially “collectibles,” but really just government-approved loopholes stamped in gold. It felt comical: in America you could go to jail for holding bullion, but you could legally buy all the coins you wanted so long as you called them antiques. Hypocrisy never goes out of style.
While everyone else was stuck with inflation-eaten savings accounts paying 4%, I was stacking bars in Swiss vaults, drilling for profits with Homestake, and smuggling American history in the form of Saint-Gaudens coins. On paper it was all perfectly legal; in practice it was one giant wink-wink loophole. Gold went from $35 to triple digits, and my portfolio rode it like Evel Knievel over Snake River Canyon. By the end of ’73, Shapiro’s millions had ballooned, and my own fees had me sitting on enough coin, literally, to rival a small country.
My mining picks were straightforward: Homestake, the Depression-era legend, which soared again; Newmont, the well-run blue-chip; and ASA Ltd., a Bermuda-based closed-end fund listed on the NYSE that I’d unearthed in the library; the “polite” way Americans snuck into international gold exposure. ASA tripled right alongside bullion, proof that sometimes the boring plays are the best.
Needless to say, I wasn’t letting go anytime soon. I planned to ride this golden rocket through the decade until it hit its 1980 pinnacle above $800 an ounce. If the government couldn’t stop printing dollars, at least I’d already printed my own ticket.
By 1975, I knew exactly where the next gold rush was; silicon, not Colorado. Intel was barely four years public, still selling chips nobody outside of engineers cared about. Texas Instruments was cranking out calculators, and Motorola was quietly building the bones of the future cell phone. Everyone else thought these were just gadgets; I knew it was the foundation of an empire.
Apple wasn’t even born yet, Microsoft was still in a garage, but I didn’t need them; yet. Instead, I shoveled money into Intel like it was Homestake Mining 2.0, bought Texas Instruments like candy, and took a “flyer” on Motorola. To cover my bases, I slipped some cash to Kleiner Perkins, one of the first venture funds, figuring if I couldn’t pick every future Apple myself, I could at least buy the guys who would.
In 1975, traders over at Shapiro’s firm laughed at me for buying ‘toy calculator companies.’ In 1995, I’d be laughing back from the tennis club while calling my broker on a Motorola cell phone powered by Intel chips, running Microsoft software.
I set a firm foundation with gold, and now I’m going to be busy setting up a second pillar in silicon and computing. Nobody knows it yet, but the microprocessor is about to change everything.
By 1975, I didn’t need lawn-mowing money anymore, so I handed my empire over to one of my brothers. Let him push the mower for a few bucks; I was “earning” through my fake French-lesson cover story, which conveniently explained all the long phone calls. Besides, I had no time for grass clippings when I was juggling sports, secret trading calls, and pretending to be a normal high-school kid.
I’d be fifteen this year, which meant only one more to go before I could fly the coop. I was already dreaming of heading back to Europe. Yes, in 1976 a sixteen-year-old could actually get a passport and fly solo to Europe; airlines only asked if you could fasten your own seatbelt. Different times.
My family still couldn’t figure me out. They’d ask, “Why do you keep turning off the lights every time you leave a room?” Apparently energy conservation wasn’t fashionable in 1975. Or, “Where do you keep getting these new clothes?” Or, “Since when do you play the piano, guitar, and tennis without lessons?” And of course: “How do you already know all the words to these songs; they just came out last week?”
The hardest thing to explain was my modern slang. Once, when my brother asked me if something was difficult, I shrugged and said, “Relax, it’s not rocket surgery.” He just stared. Other baffling gems I dropped on them: “That’s a nothing-burger,” “Chill out,” “Talk to the hand,” or “You do you.” To them, it was like I was speaking Martian.
At school, I surprised myself by actually enjoying it. It’s amazing how easy things become once you take the pressure off. No SAT prep, no panic about college admissions, no agonizing over how to make a living; just the pure pleasure of learning and performing. As Thoreau put it, “We are happy in proportion to the things we can do without.” I’d add: you’re even happier when you know the ending of the story in advance.
In my other life, I’d spent decades in Europe and lost touch with my old American classmates. Then Facebook had come along in the 2000s and reconnected me with people I hadn’t spoken to since graduation. The odd part? It wasn’t my closest friends who were the most active, but the quiet ones; the wallflowers and nerds. People who hadn’t said two words to me in high school suddenly became chatty online companions.
So this time around, I made it my mission to get to know those kids now, in real life. At parties, while the jocks were pounding beers and bragging about touchdowns, I’d wander over to the shy girl in the corner or the chess-club kid by the record player. “Hey, I hear you like Star Trek. Wanna beam up and talk?” My teammates thought I’d lost it; “Why’s the track star hanging out with the dweebs?”; but I knew better. These weren’t just classmates. They were the future founders, coders, artists, and entrepreneurs.
One night at a party, I ditched the jocks to sit on the porch with a quiet kid who barely spoke in class. He started talking about science fiction novels and how he wanted to design video games someday; in 1975! Everyone else thought he was nuts. I thought: “This guy’s going to own half of Silicon Valley one day.”
I decided it wasn’t too early to start planning my move back to Europe. The first time around I’d gone over as a student; Vienna first, then Paris; scraping by with paperwork acrobatics just to stay in the country. I built a career there eventually, but it was years of red tape and improvisation. This time I had an edge: foresight. I’d skip the student visas and the bureaucratic juggling act. I’d go straight for Andorra, the Pyrenean tax haven that, in a few decades, would become the Monaco of the mountains.
By phone, actual long-distance, the kind that makes your parents gasp when the bill arrives, I spoke to a local realtor. He quoted prices in Spanish pesetas since Andorra didn’t even have its own currency. I scribbled quick conversions and nearly fell out of my chair. Was he serious? These chalets were practically being given away. I zeroed in on a place I already knew, within walking distance of town, a beautiful view of the Casamanya, and told him to make the seller an offer. It was accepted almost immediately, but they did pump up the price just slightly to account for the fact that they would sell it fully furnished, which I immediately agreed to.
The bargain was absurd, because I knew what was coming: the creation of the EU, tax rates climbing across Europe, and the great exodus of Brits, Scandinavians, and Germans looking for a sunny bolt-hole where Brussels and Stockholm couldn’t tax their socks off. Andorra would go from sleepy principality to “Switzerland with duty-free booze.” On top of that, my chalet sat on a plot big enough to sell off or build three or four more houses. The kind of place that compounds wealth without lifting a hammer.
Meanwhile, back in New Jersey, I was still living in a madhouse: eight kids crammed into one house, all of them sharing, swapping, or outright stealing anything not nailed down. For a grown man in a teenager’s body, it was maddening. I’d fold my laundry, neatly stack my socks, and an hour later; gone. Vanished. Reappearing days later on my brother’s stinking feet. The bathroom situation was worse. Imagine a Wall Street trader trying to schedule around a bathroom rota run by toddlers. A man can only endure so much.
I knew I’d miss a few things; the rush of track meets, the thrill of taking down cocky high school tennis players as their “equal.” But I was on a mission, and socks or no socks, I couldn’t put it off.
Once settled in Andorra, I’d have everything I needed: a night train to Paris, buses to Barcelona’s airport, and from there, the world. Residency would be tricky; even Andorra wouldn’t know what to do with a sixteen-year-old “independent businessman.” But in those days, border checks were practically nonexistent. Flash an American passport and you were waved through with a smile. No visas, no questions, no scanners. The world was wide open.
I just had to survive one more year of “playing kid” before my real life could begin.
Between sports, trading stocks, and sitting through classes, I still managed to sneak into New York for some fantastic concerts in 1975. I passed on the limo idea; better camouflage to ride in with a group of other kids from school. The route was always the same: Erie-Lackawanna into Hoboken, then the PATH train under the Hudson to midtown. One wrong platform, though, and you’d end up staring at the Twin Towers instead of Madison Square Garden.
We’d always grab a bite at Brew Burger, a greasy chain where even a fifteen-year-old could casually order a beer and nobody batted an eye. America in the ’70s: the land of freedom, long hair, and extremely loose ID checks.
And the concerts… Led Zeppelin blowing the roof off, Jethro Tull with a flute solo that made you rethink woodwinds forever, Alice Cooper hanging himself on stage, The Stones being The Stones, The Eagles harmonizing like California angels, The Allman Brothers jamming until Tuesday, and even Bob Dylan, nasal and glorious. What a time to be alive; again.
The problem was fitting all this in around sports. Championships mattered too. I was itching for the State and County meets. Years later in college, whenever another jumper failed three attempts, guys would mutter Queen’s Another One Bites the Dust. I couldn’t help myself from humming it already in ’75; a few years before Freddie Mercury even wrote the thing. A little temporal plagiarism.
One of my favorite underdog stories came at the County Relays. Alongside the track events, they had quirky two-man field events, where they added up the performances. My school didn’t have another decent high-jumper, but I begged to compete anyway. They paired me with a senior sprinter who’d never high-jumped in his life. He shrugged and said maybe he could get over the opening height. To everyone’s shock, he managed 5’8” (1.72 m). I cruised over six feet along with two other guys; both on the same team. The title seemed theirs.
But when the bar went to 6’2,” they both bit the dust. I cleared it first try. A quick calculation later, I asked for 6’5,” sailed over, and suddenly our total was 12’1”; one inch higher than the “shoe-ins.” My partner, who never won anything in the 100 yards, walked away with a gold medal in high jump. I wonder if he still tells that story at reunions: “Yeah, I medaled in high jump once. Just don’t ask me to demonstrate.”
Back in the classroom, I was up to my usual tricks. Years in Europe had trained my eyes to spot propaganda like a wolfhound sniffing contraband sausages. Having debated Austrian students back in Vienna, I remembered how they skewered my naïve defenses of American exceptionalism.
I used to say: “America saved the world. Without us, you’d all be speaking German.”
They shot back: “We already spoke German. That was the problem.”“And by the way, without the Soviets bleeding Hitler dry on the Eastern Front, your GI Joes would still be in Dover.” “Also, let’s talk about Vietnam, shall we? Shining light, or burning jungle?”
At the time, I bristled. Now, with hindsight, I had to admit they’d made some decent points.
Which made HS classes even harder to stomach.
One day, in Social Studies, the teacher intoned:
“The United States has never lost a war. We are a beacon of freedom and strength to the world.”
I couldn’t resist. My hand shot up.
“Excuse me, but Vietnam? We’re still in it, losing badly, and within a short time we’ll literally be airlifting people off rooftops. That’s not exactly ‘never losing.’ That’s losing with helicopters.”
The class froze. A few kids chuckled nervously. The teacher’s face flushed.
“That’s a very… pessimistic viewpoint.”
“History is usually pessimistic when you’re the one doing the fighting,” I said, and went back to doodling in my notebook.
By then, even the students were starting to enjoy the show. Some of them chimed in, either backing me up or trying to one-up me. What started as me being the class contrarian was slowly turning into the Socratic method; Jersey style.
Here I was, fifteen years old going on seventy, brooding like some pint-sized Jeremiah. I knew what the future held: central banks grinding the working man into pulp, siphoning every productivity gain into the pockets of a smug one-percent, and shoveling oceans of debt into government follies that made drunken sailors look frugal. Money had been severed from any real proof of work - no anchor, no brakes, just paper promises stacked higher and higher, like a Jenga tower designed by lunatics. Everyone pretended it could be paid back someday. Deep down, everyone knew it couldn’t.
As H. L. Mencken once put it: “Every election is a sort of advance auction sale of stolen goods.” And the auctioneers were working overtime.
My mission was two-fold: somehow fix this monetary abomination, and somehow stitch back together my old life when the time came. Not an easy to-do list for a teenager with algebra homework.
My thoughts kept drifting toward Ron Paul, who would start his political career next year in 1976. He’d spend decades warning about the Federal Reserve’s legalized counterfeiting, the military-industrial complex devouring resources for endless foreign wars, and the national security state eroding liberty at home. Twice he’d run for President, gathering legions of young idealists with cries of “End the Fed!” and “Bring the troops home!”; but Washington treated him like the crazy uncle you hide in the attic when company comes over. For all his effort, the machine lumbered on, still draining wealth into its own coffers while gaslighting the public with the line about “stable 2% inflation.”
It was daunting. If Ron Paul couldn’t put a dent in the phalanx through official channels, what chance did I have? The answer, I realized, was to go sideways; to find the people who weren’t asking permission.
That meant the cypherpunks.
I didn’t have a coder’s mind; my idea of programming was hitting the TV set until the channel came back in. But I knew with my fortune snowballing, I could bankroll the cause. PCs had to be invented first, then the Internet, then encryption powerful enough to shake empires. But by 1992 there would be a cypherpunk mailing list, and I already knew a few of the names that would show up on it: Adam Back, Hal Finney, Nick Szabo. If I could just get myself to the San Francisco Bay Area in time, I could slip in early, the boy-king benefactor who somehow always knew which horse to bet on.
That was the long game. For now? Well… I had tennis practice. Saving the world would have to wait until after I worked on my backhand.
Toward the end of the year, a letter arrived from Rabbi Cowen - real stationary, fountain pen, even a dab of ink smudge like something out of the 19th century. He had great news: he was moving back to Paris with his family for good. I was thrilled. Paris was my eventual destination too, and while the idea of starting over alone had its cinematic charm, the reality was more “lost American kid eating baguettes on park benches.” Having the Rabbi as an anchor would be invaluable.
He thanked me profusely for insisting he speak French with his children. “They will be ready to integrate directly into the school system,” he wrote. “Once in France, I may switch and speak only English at home.” Typical contrarian. I wrote back, spelling out my plans to arrive in Europe by ’76, and politely avoided mentioning Shapiro and the hedge fund, because explaining that in a letter would sound less like finance and more like a hostage note.
Back in Jersey, life settled into a bizarre calm. My trades were on autopilot, my positions were cruising toward the moon (finally something was actually going to land there), and it was still way too early to start meddling with the cypherpunks. So I sat back, watched fiat currency do its slow-motion car crash, and consoled myself with the fact that at least I was profiting handsomely from the wreckage.
The strangest part was how much less of a teenager I was the second time around. In my first life, I’d been a typical 15-year-old: sports, chasing girls at dances, stressing about grades. This time? I had no interest in underage girls; although, thanks to my financial situation, I probably had more in common with Jeffrey Epstein than I care to admit. Instead of sneaking beers at parties, I was volunteering to babysit my little brothers so my parents could go out. They thought I was an unusually responsible teen. The truth? They were leaving their kids with a confirmed grandfather.
On weekends I jammed with the Electric Mustangs, that local garage band with more ambition than talent. They dreamed of making it big, but I knew better. To make it big you needed something indefinable, an “X Factor.” The Beatles had it. The Stones had it. Zeppelin had it. The Mustangs… well, let’s just say their main motivation seemed to be impressing girls at Sweet Sixteen parties. That might get you free Pepsi and some screaming in the cafeteria, but it wouldn’t get you to Madison Square Garden.
As Frank Zappa once said: “Most rock journalism is people who can’t write, interviewing people who can’t talk, for people who can’t read.” If that was true of rock journalism, it was doubly true of garage bands.
The Electric Mustangs were fun, sure, but I could see the limits. You don’t get discovered by playing three chords and hoping Suzy from homeroom writes your band’s name in glitter pen on her notebook. You need raw charisma, a new sound, or at least the ability to sing on key. My job was to smile, strum along, and not accidentally introduce “You Shook Me All Night Long” five years before it existed.
So here I was: sweet sixteen and never been kissed; but with a Swiss bank account and a chalet in the Pyrenees. Beat that, James Dean.
A few months earlier, I’d quietly slipped over to the county office and applied for a passport. I wasn’t about to stage some teen-rebellion blowup at home. No, my style was to shuffle off quietly, hop on a plane, and give the folks a cheery long-distance call once I was safely in Europe:
“Hi Mom, hi Dad; don’t worry, I’m fine. By the way, I live in Europe now. Love to Sis.”
Speaking of calls, I’d arranged with my secretary in Manhattan to accept all my collect calls, no questions asked. I didn’t plan on making many anyway. Truth be told, I was already half-planning my exit from the hedge fund game. For two years my fees had been astronomical, even after cutting down to 0.75%. I was making a fortune trading my personal accounts, more than for Shapiro, in fact, because with him I occasionally had to toss in a losing trade just to prove I wasn’t a robot from the future. For my own book? Only the sure things. I knew once I was gone Shapiro would cash out early, miss the big waves, and then blame “bad luck.” Typical.
I traveled light but booked myself first class to Barcelona. Why not? I could buy whatever I needed once I hit Andorra. The first-class lounge alone was worth the price of admission. Back then, lounges were palaces: free-flowing champagne, real meals on china, no one shoving soggy pretzels at you. Compare that to today, when a “VIP lounge” means a packet of peanuts, a tired cheese cube, and the privilege of fighting three hedge fund bros for the last power outlet.
On the plane I flew Iberia, Spain’s proud national airline in 1976, with a livery that looked like it was designed by a bullfighter on his lunch break. The cabin was already humming with Europe: Catalan, Spanish, French, German, all jumbled together like a tapas plate of languages. Even the food was distinctly Iberian; saffron rice with chicken, jamón serrano, Manchego cheese, and a roll of bread that could double as a blunt weapon. Compared to American airline food, it was like dining in a Hemingway novel.
Landing in Barcelona, I hopped the bus for Andorra. Straight to the realtor’s office in time to collect my keys. He nearly fainted when he saw me. “Señor Edward?” he asked. I gave him my best grown-up act; chin up, slow nod, “yes, of course.” No way was I admitting I was sixteen. I needed no extra complications with the authorities. Official residency would wait until I turned eighteen.
The chalet was better than I remembered; rustic, solid, perched above La Massana with a sweeping view of the mountains. It was the kind of view that made you forgive drafty windows and creaky floors. I’d fix it up over time: double glazing, a modern kitchen, central heating that didn’t sound like a dragon with asthma.
In truth, the U.S. was decades ahead in household conveniences. In Europe, “central heating” often meant you centrally put on another sweater. Even in the 1990s, power in Andorra had a habit of winking off during storms, as if the entire grid was taking a cigarette break. Still, the place had been sold furnished - heavy oak tables, a threadbare sofa, lamps that looked like they belonged in a Franco-era hotel. Serviceable, if not stylish. Unfortunately, IKEA wasn’t around yet. And when it did show up, it sure wasn’t opening a branch in Andorra. Until then, I’d have to make do without the joys of assembling Swedish flat-pack furniture while cursing in three languages.
My first night in the chalet felt like freedom incarnate. No siblings barging into my room to “borrow” socks, no parents asking why I spent so long on the phone speaking “French.” Just me, a mountain view, and the sound of cowbells somewhere off in the valley. I was James Bond, except my tuxedo was a flannel shirt, and my Aston Martin was a creaky wooden bus seat that smelled faintly of cigar.
The realtor had left me the keys, a stiff handshake, and a quick “buena suerte” good luck. I didn’t realize until later that in Andorra, “good luck” really meant, “I hope you survive the utilities.”
First challenge: heat. The place had radiators, but they looked like something salvaged from a 19th-century battleship. I twisted the knobs, nothing. So I decided to light a fire in the woodstove. Within ten minutes the room was filled with thick, eye-watering smoke. I opened all the windows, which let in more cold air than an Alpine blizzard. Congratulations: I had invented “air conditioning by hypothermia.”
Second challenge: dinner. I walked down to the village and got a block of cheese the consistency of cement, and something that looked like a sausage but smelled like a science experiment. I tried to cook pasta on the two-burner electric stove, but the wiring must have been older than Napoleon. Every time I turned on the second burner, the lights dimmed and the fridge groaned like it was filing a complaint. Dinner was “al dente” in the sense that the pasta was still practically raw.
Finally, bedtime. I crawled into a creaky bed with a mattress that had the shape-memory qualities of a rock. The blanket smelled faintly of mothballs and pipe smoke, and the wind outside howled like a soundtrack from a Universal horror movie. I lay there grinning in the dark, thinking:
Sixteen years old. Own chalet in Andorra. Swiss bank account. Hedge fund manager by day, Boy Scout by night. This is either the greatest coming-of-age story ever… or the weirdest sequel to The Sound of Music.
Being here in Andorra, I didn’t have to worry about pocket money anymore. My account was flush. All I had to do was stroll into a branch, nod politely, and walk out with my jacket stuffed full of pesetas like a magician pulling rabbits from a hat. Shops were happy to take French francs too, so I’d grab a handful of those as well, like a kid filling his pockets with Halloween candy.
I quickly set about hiring contractors. The first order of business: install a telephone line. I knew from memory that even in the 1990s the connections in Andorra would be dodgy; calling New York felt like trying to talk through a tin can strung across the Pyrenees. It made me wonder if quitting fund management wasn’t such a bad idea after all.
The realtor recommended a local overseer who could manage renovations while I slipped away to Paris. First on my list: new windows. Yes, double glazing already existed in 1976, but it was considered cutting edge. A bit like owning a microwave oven: practical but suspiciously futuristic. I wanted an oil burner with real thermostats; not the “heat it until you sweat, then open a window” method.
For the kitchen, I picked out what passed for modern in a 1970s Spanish home: tile countertops, a Formica dining table with chrome legs, an avocado-green refrigerator that hummed like a Soviet tractor, and an oven that looked capable of launching Sputnik. I figured, if NASA could fake a moon landing, at least I should be able to fake a soufflé.
The “furnished” chalet I had paid extra for turned out to be fitted out mostly with medieval torture devices disguised as chairs. So I stormed into the local furniture shop and bought the place out: beds, sofas, dining sets. Prices were peanuts compared to what I knew the chalet would one day be worth. Years later, after the EU, higher tax rates, and waves of Scandinavians seeking sunny havens, Andorra would become a playground for wealthy tax exiles. I was front-running a trend decades ahead of schedule.
Meanwhile, living in the chalet with a mind aged 65 but a body aged 16 felt heavenly. There I was a few weeks back, a secret hedge fund manager and future global magnate, still forced to share a house with siblings in New Jersey; kids who raided my sock drawer and left the bathroom looking like a natural disaster zone. Escaping that zoo felt like parole.
I kept fit with runs through familiar mountain trails. To the locals, jogging looked suspicious. They stared like I was either fleeing the Guardia Civil or training for the Olympics. Organized sport in Andorra was still “sheep racing.” But I knew the day would come when this Pyrenees outback would became home base for professional cyclists and athletes tired of paying 70% income tax elsewhere.
Andorra la Vella in 1976 looked like a mountain village in black-and-white: narrow stone streets, mom-and-pop shops selling cigarettes, cheese, and cheap perfume. Not a Cartier boutique in sight, no gleaming shopping centers. The fanciest storefronts were “tax-free” electronics stores selling knock-off transistor radios. If you squinted, you could already see the future duty-free Disneyland it would become, but for now it was charmingly rustic.
Restaurants were hearty, too. Tapas appeared at any hour: anchovies, chorizo, tortilla española. But I had a sweet tooth for Catalan desserts; crema catalana - the Spanish cousin of crème brûlée, mel i mató of fresh cheese with honey, panellets - almond sweets rolled in pine nuts, and bunyols, fried fritters that tasted like they’d been cooked by angels with cholesterol issues.
Once I had settled the house, I went to the local travel agent to book my escape to Paris. No Kayak, no Expedia, no “click and pay.” You sat down with a woman in horn-rimmed glasses, explained your trip, and she scribbled tickets by hand while smoking like a chimney. Two days later, tickets arrived by post as if by magic. It felt quaint, but also surprisingly efficient, provided you didn’t mind waiting for everything like it was Christmas.
The night train itself was déjà vu. SNCF cars in the 1970s were already decades old. I remembered riding them in the 1990s with my kids, marveling that French trains could travel at 200 km/h on the TGV but their night trains still had wood paneling and upholstery that smelled like wet dog. At least this time I had a first-class couchette. One funny thought: in the 90s with my kids, we’d book four bunks in a compartment and pray nobody else joined us. If another traveler showed up, I’d practice my scariest “papa protective” look. This time, I looked like the “other traveler”; a sixteen-year-old boy with a suitcase too nice for his age. If I were them, I’d have been nervous too.
By morning, I rolled into Gare d’Austerlitz, groggy but elated. I grabbed a café crème, a croissant, and a pain au chocolat at a corner café overlooking Place Valhubert, watching Parisians bustle by in scarves and trench coats. After five years of American suburbia with sugar cereals, loud siblings, and propaganda-spouting teachers, I sighed with relief. I was back in Europe.
The travel agent had booked me a room at the Hôtel des Nations Saint-Germain, 54 Rue Monge, a cozy three-star in the Latin Quarter. The kind of place with tiny balconies, creaky elevators, and staff who call you “monsieur” even when you look like a high-school sophomore. When they asked how long I’d be staying, I almost said “forever,” but settled on a week. Pas de problème, monsieur.
Now came the best part: Paris itself. I planned to retrace every haunt, from the bouquinistes along the Seine to the cafés in Saint-Germain, cracking jokes about French waiters (“they don’t serve you, they audition you”) and observing the Parisians with the amused detachment of someone who’d lived it all before.
The next morning in Paris I woke up in my tiny Latin Quarter hotel room, sunlight streaming through the lace curtains onto a bed that was clearly designed for someone under five-foot-eight. The room smelled faintly of Gauloises smoke, floor polish, and whatever the last guest had spilled on the carpet back in 1954. The Hôtel des Nations Saint-Germain wasn’t luxury, but it had that uniquely Parisian charm: tiny balconies that couldn’t actually hold a chair, an elevator so small you had to decide whether you wanted to ride or take your suitcase, and staff who pretended not to understand your French until you spoke it flawlessly.
I stepped out into Rue Monge, a cobblestoned artery in the 5th arrondissement, and felt the city hum beneath my feet. Paris wasn’t so much a city as it was a mood; equal parts elegance, sarcasm, and exhaust fumes.
I strolled toward the Seine and made my way to Notre Dame. The square in front was buzzing with tourists already, cameras slung around their necks the size of small artillery pieces. The great cathedral loomed, magnificent and dark, every gargoyle seemingly smirking at me. I had to bite my tongue not to warn everyone: “Take your photos now, folks. In about 40 years, this place will literally be on fire.”
Inside, the air was thick with incense and whispered prayers. Sunlight streamed through the stained glass like God had just installed His own psychedelic light show. I sat quietly in a pew for a moment, feeling the centuries pressing down. Then a group of American tourists broke the spell:
“Look, honey, it’s just like in that movie!”
Lady, Disney hasn’t even made that movie yet. Patience.
Crossing over the Seine to the Left Bank, I wandered through the bouquinistes; those green metal stalls lined up along the river selling books and prints. In 1976, they still had stacks of yellowing French philosophy, worn-out paperbacks, and the occasional risqué postcard. I flipped through a pile of Sartre essays and thought: “Nothingness? Try sitting through American high school history class.”
I grabbed a café table at Les Deux Magots, the legendary haunt of Hemingway, Sartre, and every pseudo-intellectual with a beret. I ordered a café and tried to look existential. A waiter brought it with all the warmth of a man serving poison. French waiters at the time don’t take orders; they evaluate whether you’re worthy of being served. Luckily, I passed.
At the next table, a chain-smoking couple was arguing passionately about Trotsky. I considered leaning over to warn them that the Soviet Union would collapse in their lifetime, but decided to let them enjoy their delusions. Why ruin the suspense?
From there, I drifted to the Louvre. The line was long but manageable; none of the Disneyland-style hordes of the 21st century. I wandered through miles of marble hallways, dodging school groups and squinting at paintings. Finally, I stood before the Mona Lisa.
There she was, in all her glory; and smaller than I remembered. She looked at me knowingly, as if to say, “You think you’ve got secrets, kid? I’ve been keeping mine for 500 years.”
I chuckled at the tourists crowding around her. One whispered, “She’s smiling at me!” Sure, buddy. She’s also smiling at the guy on your other side, and the one behind you, too. That’s her thing.
That evening I climbed up to Montmartre. The streets wound upward like a drunken labyrinth, full of painters hawking portraits and accordion players working their way through “La Vie en Rose” for the millionth time. The basilica of Sacré-Cœur gleamed like a meringue on a hill. From its steps, Paris sprawled out below, the Eiffel Tower poking the sky in the distance.
I bought a crêpe from a street vendor; hot, buttery, sprinkled with honey, and nearly burned my tongue. It was worth it. I wandered into a smoky cabaret where the locals were packed in tight, drinking cheap wine and clapping to chansons that hadn’t changed since the war. I imagined telling them that in a few years punk rock would crash in like a sledgehammer, but they wouldn’t have believed me anyway.
Every meal in Paris was a revelation compared to suburban New Jersey. Baguettes that actually crackled when you broke them open. Cheese so smelly it could clear a room but tasted like heaven. Duck confit, onion soup, escargots dripping in garlic butter. And desserts! Tarts, éclairs, mille-feuille, and mousse au chocolat. My sixteen-year-old stomach was bottomless, and my Andorran bankroll meant I could order like a king.
At one bistro, I tried to impress the waiter with my knowledge of French wine, casually ordering a Bordeaux. He smirked and said, “For a child, perhaps a Coca-Cola?” I smiled sweetly and replied, “For a child, perhaps. But for me, a Château Margaux.”
Of course, I had to pay my respects to the Eiffel Tower. I rode the creaky elevator up, the iron lattice rattling in the wind. From the top, Paris shimmered in the evening light - bridges spanning the Seine, boulevards radiating like spokes, the Arc de Triomphe holding court in the distance.
It struck me that the whole city was timeless, yet I alone knew what was coming: the euro, the strikes of ’68 fading into myth, the floods of tourists, and the fire that would scar Notre Dame. For now, Paris was still Paris; elegant, unrushed, and utterly itself.
By the end of the week, I felt recharged. Paris in 1976 wasn’t just a city; it was a reminder that while America was busy drowning itself in sugar, polyester, and price controls, Europe had a different kind of chaos; a beautiful, centuries-old chaos that somehow made sense.
My investment strategy was pretty much locked and loaded for the next few years. I had shares in the microprocessor pioneers; gold was still climbing Everest with no oxygen tank. I knew Star Wars would blast 20th Century Fox stock into another galaxy, so I planned to load up before the premiere; inflation was going to keep raging, so commodities would be golden (pun intended); and then there was Volcker, who would jack up rates so high you’d need an oxygen mask just to breathe near the Fed. That meant shorting bonds until the peak, then diving in like a hungry trout.
It was entertaining to read the Wall Street Journal each morning. In Europe it wasn’t exactly easy to find; you had to sniff it out like contraband, but I managed. What amazed me was how every single thing I knew was coming was being mocked by an endless parade of pundits. Every prediction I held in my head was contradicted by men in suits with perfect hair, waving charts and shouting “Nonsense!” Their arguments even sounded good… until I reminded myself: don’t believe the hype. Even back then, the media was stuffed in Wall Street’s back pocket like a handkerchief. If Merrill Lynch had an IPO to sell, suddenly every paper and TV talking head was raving about that industry. The more things change, the more they stay the same. For me, it was like a free education in propaganda.
By the summer of ’76, I wasn’t just a teenager with a knack for tennis and a taste for croissants; I was sitting on a net worth nudging fifty million dollars. Million. With an “M.” To put that in perspective, most people in Andorra were still herding goats part-time, and I could’ve bought half the valley and still had change left over for dessert.
The numbers were staggering. Management fees, performance fees, reinvested winnings - it all compounded like yeast in a warm kitchen. What had started as a tidy $10 million fund had ballooned into a fortune so big that even Shapiro, hardened New York trader that he was, occasionally coughed on the phone when I read him the latest totals. Meanwhile, my personal Andorran accounts were swelling faster than the French inflation rate.
And there I was, barely sixteen, living in a chalet with double-glazed windows, new plumbing, and a view so beautiful it could make a monk take up real estate speculation. I’d stroll into the bank in La Vella, ask for a withdrawal, and walk out with envelopes heavy enough to stun a mule. The tellers barely blinked anymore.
It was absurd, really. Too young to rent a car, but wealthy enough to buy the rental agency. Too young to drink in most countries, yet rich enough to own a vineyard. I was a teenage tycoon with the lifestyle of a Bond villain in training, minus the scar and the white cat. Sometimes I’d laugh out loud at the irony: sixteen years old, technically still at the “allowance” stage of life, and I was planning whether to buy property in France.
That was when I decided: time to walk away from Shapiro’s hedge fund. It had been fun playing wizard behind the curtain, but sooner or later my identity would come out, and the last thing I wanted was to be paraded on the cover of Time as “The Boy Wonder of Wall Street.” My goal wasn’t to be a famous financier; it was to quietly multiply my millions and be ready when the cypherpunk moment arrived. Even if I were to be interviewed by the press, I would be at a loss explaining exactly how I made all my stock picks. Besides, I could always feed Shapiro a tip or two from the sidelines to keep him fat and happy.
So I picked up the phone and made the call.
“Mr. Shapiro,” I said, “it’s time I step away from managing your fund.”
There was a long pause. “You’re joking.”
“No. The fund’s more than doubled, your clients are thrilled, you’ve got a war chest. I’m moving on.”
Another pause, then a sigh. “Kid, you’re walking away from the easiest money you’ll ever make.”
“Not walking,” I said. “Just… stepping back. Think of me as your silent oracle. If I see a tidal wave coming, you’ll get a call. Otherwise, you’re on your own.”
He chuckled darkly. “Oracle, huh? You sound more like a ghost.”
“Exactly,” I said. “A very wealthy ghost.”
One bright Paris morning, I picked up the phone and rang my old friend Rabbi Cowen.
“Edward! Quel surprise! Où es-tu?”
“In Paris,” I said.
There was a pause, followed by a burst of excitement. “Alors, viens chez nous tout de suite!”
When he gave me his address, I nearly dropped the receiver. He was living in the very same block where my future wife was growing up. What were the odds? She would’ve been eight or nine at the time; probably skipping rope in the courtyard or doodling in her cahier de maths while I was busy plotting gold trades and overthrowing fiat currency. Even spookier: one of the Rabbi’s daughters was the exact same age. “Could they…? No. Could they??”
I arrived at his Haussmann-style apartment in the 16th arrondissement; the kind with wrought-iron balconies, parquet floors, and ceilings so high you could almost rent them out as attics. The front door itself was about twelve feet tall and heavy enough to withstand a medieval siege. Inside, sunlight poured through tall windows, catching the gilt trim of the moldings. My childhood home in Jersey suddenly felt like a shoebox by comparison.
The Rabbi greeted me with a booming, “Mon garçon!” and ushered me in. His wife appeared in an apron, carrying a tray with little glasses of citron pressé and slices of pound cake. “Un petit goûter,” she said, smiling warmly, as though feeding random American teenagers was part of her job description.
The Cowen kids came running in, shouting my name like a long-lost cousin. Within five minutes, we were all sitting on the rug belting out nursery rhymes; Dans sa maison un grand cerf, Ainsi font, font, font. They sang in perfect French accents, while I sounded like an American tourist in a beret. The kids laughed, though not unkindly, and one of them said, “Ton accent, c’est marrant. On dirait Charles Aznavour qui a avalé un chewing-gum.” (Your accent is funny; you sound like Charles Aznavour with chewing gum stuck in his throat.)
Then came the shocker. One of the daughters mentioned her school. I froze. That was my wife’s school. “And do you know a girl named Victoria?” I asked, trying to sound casual.
“Bien sûr! She sits next to me.”
I nearly dropped my glass. What had begun as a nostalgic catch-up was turning into a Twilight Zone episode. Serendipity didn’t cover it; this felt more like divine programming.
The little girl squinted. “But how do you know her?”
I muttered something about “Oh, I… I think my cousins might know her family,” which was about as convincing as saying, “I read it in the future history books.” She shrugged and returned to nibbling her cake. Crisis averted.
Over lunch, we sat at a long oak table with a spread that could’ve come straight out of a French movie: baguettes still warm from the boulangerie, a pot of boeuf bourguignon simmering in the middle, and salad so fresh I half expected it to crawl off the plate. The Rabbi poured wine for himself and his wife but winked at me and slid a glass of wine my way. “We’re not in the States anymore, eh?”
Between bites, the conversation turned serious. The Rabbi quizzed me about life in New Jersey, my chalet in Andorra, and especially my decision to quit school at sixteen. He was visibly worried. He couldn’t have known that I had already sat through a four-year degree plus another two years obtaining an MBA, painstakingly hacking away at Harvard case studies. He countered by mentioning that Shapiro had practically sung my praises to anyone who would listen. According to the Rabbi, Shapiro once said:
“This kid reads markets like other kids read comic books. If I had a floor full of traders half as sharp, I’d own Wall Street by now. He sees trends before the data even comes out. He’s not a student; he’s a walking Bloomberg Terminal in short pants.”
That shut down the Rabbi’s lecture on diplomas rather quickly.
After a dessert of île flottante, floating islands of meringue on custard, which I devoured with the enthusiasm of a sixteen-year-old metabolism, the Rabbi grew thoughtful. He told me his early intuitions about me were proving true. He said he prayed for me often and felt he received spiritual assurances that I was meant to make a difference in the world.
I smiled, partly flattered, partly unnerved. It was one thing to be a “wealthy ghost.” It was another to feel like Heaven itself had me on retainer.
As I left the Rabbi’s apartment, I strolled down Avenue Victor Hugo with my hands in my pockets, the Haussmann façades glowing gold in the late afternoon sun. Kids in navy-blue school uniforms darted past me, laughing, their satchels bouncing against their sides. Somewhere among them, my future wife might have been running home for goûter, pigtails flying, probably thinking more about hopscotch than hedge funds.
The thought made me stop cold. Was I supposed to cross paths with her now? Accidentally bump into her outside the bakery? What would I even say? “Enchanté, I’ll be your husband in thirteen years. Also, invest in Intel.”
No, better to leave that part to destiny. Too much meddling might unravel the whole tapestry.
Still, it felt eerie. I’d come all this way to escape the suffocating sameness of New Jersey suburbia, and here I was in Paris, so close to the very girl who would change my life. Fate had a twisted sense of humor.
I laughed out loud, startling an old lady walking her poodle. “Sorry, madame,” I said, tipping an imaginary hat. The dog gave me a look that said, Amateur time traveler, aren’t you?
As I continued on, I thought of the Rabbi’s words; about me being destined to make a difference. Maybe Heaven had a plan. Or maybe I was just a teenager with too much money, eating too many pastries, and overthinking things.
Either way, I promised myself one thing: don’t force it. When the time was right, I’d meet her again; naturally, in all the awkward, miraculous glory that falling in love deserves. Until then, I had markets to trade, a chalet to furnish, and the small matter of helping to reshape the monetary future of humanity.
I eventually made my way back to Andorra. Suddenly, I found myself with more free time than I knew what to do with. No more school, no more daily calls to the trading floor, no more babysitting sticky-fingered little brothers, and only my own lawn to mow now. My chalet was finally humming along with working plumbing, double glazing, and furniture that didn’t look like it had been rescued from a monastery fire sale. For the first time since waking up in 1970, life felt… still.
So I built myself a routine. I exercised, I read voraciously, and I tried to make friends with the ex-pats and the locals. Every few months, I’d wander down to the local travel agency; a place that smelled faintly of cigarette smoke and mimeographed paper, to ask what sort of visa-free travel they could wrangle for me. It felt almost quaint, like shopping for a trip out of a Sears catalog.
I could get by in Catalan, but I insisted on speaking French with the locals. After all, the president of France was co-prince of Andorra, and there was even a French lycée here desperately trying to keep the culture alive. Somebody had to carry the tricolor torch; it might as well be the weird American teenager.
My travels were mostly around Europe. Having spent a year abroad in Vienna in my “previous life,” I was particularly fond of returning to the German-speaking world. But instead of just sightseeing and guzzling beer, I had a strange obsession: interrogating locals about economics. Where most kids my age might ask, “Where’s the disco?” I’d corner a professor and say, “What are your thoughts on Hayek’s critique of central planning?”
Conversations went something like this:
Professor - adjusting spectacles: “Fascism, you see, is a capitalist backlash against socialism.”
Me: “Ah, but Hayek would say quite the opposite. Fascism and socialism share a common ancestor: central planning. Put the state in charge of the economy, and next thing you know, you’re goose-stepping to the bakery.”
Student - wide-eyed: “So you’re saying Hitler was… basically a bureaucrat with better tailors?”
Me: “Exactly. Hugo Boss for the apocalypse.”
Or another time:
Professor: “But collectivism is necessary to provide stability and fairness.”
Me: “Hayek would warn you that collectivism doesn’t stop at fairness. It keeps going; right to tyranny. As soon as you abandon individual liberty, you’ve already bought your ticket on the Road to Serfdom. Don’t worry, it’s a round trip; but the return leg usually takes fifty years.”
And another:
Student: “So… if socialism, fascism, and Nazism all come from the same roots, what’s the alternative?”
Me: “Oh, you know. Just radical stuff like freedom, individual choice, and not having the state decide how many cabbages you’re allowed to plant in your garden.”
Needless to say, I was either the life of the party or the reason professors suddenly remembered they had “another appointment.”
I thought of these trips as research expeditions more than vacations. My friends in NJ would have been content with a trip to the Shore. I came home from Salzburg with ten pages of notes on the Cantillon Effect and a signed copy of Die Gemeinwirtschaft.
After each trip, though, I was always glad to return to my quiet life in Andorra. A couple of years slipped by this way.
When I turned eighteen, I finally decided to go legit and made my presence known to the Andorran authorities by applying for official residency. To my shock, it went through without a hitch. No background checks, no income verifications, no insurance paperwork, no 200-page dossiers requiring proof of your grandmother’s dental records. Just a handshake, a stamp, and “Welcome to Andorra, kid.” Compared to what I knew was coming in the future; endless compliance documents, proof-of-funds, bank letters, health checks, fingerprinting, photos, tax declarations; this was paradise.
And the cherry on top? I could finally get a driver’s license and buy a car. I didn’t go overboard. Just a modest little bright red Porsche 911. What can I say? Every eighteen-year-old going on seventy-three secretly dreams of having one. Besides, in Andorra, where even accountants seemed to drive sports cars, a Porsche barely turned heads. It was practically the station wagon of this Pyrenees enclave.
My investment playbook was humming along like a Swiss watch, which was fitting, since my guy in Zurich was handling most of the trades. I even savored watching Star Wars again in ’77, not just for the lightsabers and John Williams soundtrack, but because I knew 20th Century Fox stock would quadruple in the weeks after its release. The Force was strong with that one, and so were my profits.
After the Iranian Revolution, I dove headfirst back into oil. It was practically shooting fish in a barrel, except the barrel was filled with crude and on fire. But my true obsession remained gold.
Then came my favorite heist; inspired by Jean-Paul Sulitzer’s novel Popov. In the book, a shadowy financier uses a Panama shell company to stage an audacious paper trade: dump gold right at the January 1980 peak, then flip the entire bet and ride it down during the crash. It always struck me as too good to be fiction; and this time, I got to play Popov for real.
I can still picture it: sitting in my chalet, phone pressed to my ear, my Zurich trader nervously double-checking the order.
“Sell… everything?” he asked, as if I’d just told him to torch the vault.
“Sell it all,” I said, grinning like a cat who knew exactly where the canary would be tomorrow. “And then, when the dust settles; we’re going short.”
There was a pause. I half-expected him to light a cigarette and mutter something about me being a lunatic. Instead, he cleared his throat: “Sir, you may single-handedly keep our bank solvent this year.”
“Good,” I replied. “Send me a Swiss Army knife as a thank-you.”
By the time I’d finished playing Popov, I wasn’t just out of gold; I was out of adjectives. One year, one trade, and I’d pocketed over a hundred million. It was so obscene that even my Zurich banker, a man genetically engineered never to raise his eyebrows, whistled when he read the account statement.
By spring, I was out of gold entirely, my vault bars now someone else’s headache. I took my winnings and plowed most of them into U.S. Treasuries yielding a delicious 15%. Imagine that, Uncle Sam, practically begging to pay me double digits for the privilege of borrowing my money. It felt like charging interest to a compulsive gambler who couldn’t stop betting, except the gambler had nuclear weapons and a printing press.
Oh and of course, I couldn’t forget to buy a nice chunk of the Apple IPO. I’ll grab the Microsoft one too when the time comes.
Every now and then, I tossed Shapiro a few trading tips like scraps from a king’s table. He always told me I was “a friend for life,” though I suspected if I ever stopped feeding him golden geese, he’d forget my number faster than a cabbie forgets small talk. It was like having a dog that only remembered you when you brought steak. Still, I didn’t mind. Keeping him happy was like insurance; annoying, but useful when the storms came.
Meanwhile, the Dow-to-Gold ratio was scraping the floor. Nobody wanted equities; they were toxic waste. Except me. And Shapiro, when he remembered I was always right. The simple rule of thumb: buy stocks when the ratio is under 5, sell them when it’s over 15. Most investors ignored it, too busy licking their wounds. I knew better. We were on the cusp of an 18-year bull market starting in 1982. Everyone else was weeping into their polyester ties; I was quietly positioning myself to ride the greatest wave Wall Street would ever see.
During my first life, my wife and I would load the kids into the car each July and head to Cap Ferret, that magical spit of land between the Atlantic rollers and the calm waters of Arcachon Bay. Her family, Bordeaux-born and boating obsessed, had houses sprinkled all over the peninsula. But now, in 1980, I was coming alone; ten years earlier than before; curious to see the place as it once was.
My travel agent found me a rental for a price that felt laughable, knowing it would multiply tenfold in the future. Having grown up around the Jersey Shore, I could smell what was coming: once Paris discovered Cap Ferret en masse, it would blow up faster than a disco ball in Studio 54.
First stop: the tennis club. I figured I’d find a hitting partner, but no luck. Instead, I booked a lesson with the local coach. After a few warm-up rallies, he was sweating like a rotisserie chicken while I was barely breaking a trot. My game had sharpened with all those extra “bonus years” of practice. Finally, he threw down his racket, grinning, and announced in the clubhouse:
“Madame la Présidente, I think I just found our new assistant coach.”
Wheels spun in my head. Well, I’ve already fed a million balls to my kids in the future. What’s another million more, this time with cash under the table?
So I took the gig. The pay was peanuts, but money wasn’t the point. I couldn’t sit on the beach all day sipping Orangina. Teaching kids forehands in the blazing sun sounded like a fine use of my eternal adolescence. Nobody asked for certification, background checks, or even proof I wasn’t some beach bum. If the coach said I could hit, I was hired. Payment? A fistful of francs from the cash register. Life was beautifully uncomplicated.
A week later, destiny struck. Into the club strolled three cousins of my future wife; two sisters and their male cousin. I recognized them instantly, but of course they had no clue who I was. I almost leaned in for the double bise before remembering that, to them, I was just some random American stringing rackets.
That afternoon, I was recruited as a fourth for doubles with them. I already knew their names but pretended to struggle, repeating them back as though committing new vocabulary to memory. We played an hour, me toning down my shots so as not to expose my time-traveling unfair advantage. Paying customers must always leave smiling.
Afterward, they peppered me with questions: What was an American doing in Cap Ferret? Where did I live? What did I do for fun? I gave vague answers, but to my surprise, they invited me for apéritifs at their family’s summer compound. Whether they liked me or just wanted free English practice, I couldn’t say. My stomach tightened; I knew who else might be there.
The house itself was legendary: a sprawling twelve-bedroom villa built by their grandparents in the 1940s, right on the waterfront. I arrived discreetly, or so I thought, in my bright red Porsche 911 with Andorran plates. Discreet, ha. Within seconds, fifteen cousins swarmed me in the driveway, gawking at the car. And there, among them, was a little twelve-year-old girl I knew all too well.
It was like being punched in the chest. She looked exactly like my daughter had at that age. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth; I mumbled nonsense while the older cousins bombarded me with questions. Thankfully, she didn’t notice my deer-in-the-headlights reaction; just skipped off, laughing, like any kid would.
Inside, up on the terrace, a glass of Lillet in hand, they began the ritual: introducing me to the army of uncles, aunts, in-laws, and offspring. The running family joke was that no outsider could ever remember all the names on the first try.
“Bet you 10 francs I can,” I said, smiling.
They laughed. But of course, I wasn’t bluffing. I already knew every name, every nickname, every marriage connection. One by one, I rattled them back perfectly, watching their jaws drop.
“C’est pas possible!” they cried.
I shrugged innocently, “Good memory. Comes in handy sometimes.”
Inside, though, I was grinning like a fox in a henhouse. It wasn’t memory. It was destiny; and destiny, for once, was playing doubles on my side of the net.
That summer on Cap Ferret drifted by like a dream. I kept my head in the clouds, imagining the day when my life would snap back into place; when my future wife would be old enough for destiny to do its thing. Until then, I decided to keep a respectful distance. Safer for her. Safer for me. Safer for the space-time continuum.
In the meantime, I distracted myself with real estate. I knew exactly what would happen to Cap Ferret; sleepy fishing cabins would soon be worth more per square meter than Manhattan penthouses. Naturally, I wanted a piece of the action. The local agents, bless their polyester jackets, tried to steer me toward “great investments” in the inner dunes or in the valley.
“Très bien located, monsieur, only a ten-minute walk to the bay.”
“Nope. I only want waterfront. Direct view. Feet in the sand.”
They looked at me like I was some crazy rich kid from Dallas who’d watched too many episodes of Dynasty. How could this twenty-year-old American tennis coach be so fussy? Still, I laid it out for them: I’d point at the very houses I wanted and say, “That one. Or that one. Call me if it ever comes up. Price? No limit.”
That perked them up. Realtors love nothing more than a client who says no limit. I may as well have strapped a steak to my chest and walked into a kennel.
Come September, I left them dangling with their open order and retreated to my mountain hideaway, daydreaming of ski season and the crisp snap of new snow under my boots.
Back in the so-called “real world,” the headlines were buzzing. Reagan in Washington, Thatcher in London, even Canada had tossed out Trudeau for a conservative. Volcker was grinding interest rates up into the teens like a stern uncle turning the thermostat down just to watch everyone shiver.
At first glance, it looked like adults had finally shown up to clean the house. If I didn’t know better, I’d have been tempted to believe it. But I did know better. The US was about to pile on record deficits while still preaching “fiscal responsibility.” As Churchill quipped, “Americans can always be trusted to do the right thing; once all other possibilities have been exhausted.” Trouble was, in 1981, the possibilities list was still very, very long.
Eight years of Reaganomics would balloon the debt, and Volcker’s tightening would only mark the start of a 40-year interest rate slide. It looked like discipline on the surface, but underneath, the same rot of easy money and endless credit expansion was spreading. Debt was going to eat the world; one junk bond at a time.
Hayek’s words kept ringing in my head:
“I don't believe that we shall ever have good money again before we take the thing out of the hands of the government. We can't take them violently… all we can do is, by some sly, roundabout way, introduce something they can't stop.”
And there it was; the riddle of the age. The sly, roundabout way hadn’t yet arrived. I knew it was coming, but here in the early ’80s, all I could do was pace the floor like a man waiting for dial-up internet to connect.
TCP/IP had only just been standardized. Public/private key cryptography was barely out of the lab. David Chaum was about to sketch out his “E-cash,” but it was still training wheels compared to what was needed. And me? I was stuck knowing the solution was thirty years away. Imagine holding the winning lottery numbers but having to sit through decades of ads before the draw.
The 1980s, from a macroeconomic lens, were a carnival of contradictions. Inflation cooled thanks to Volcker, but deficits soared. Wall Street lit up like a pinball machine: leveraged buyouts, hostile takeovers, Gordon Gekko in suspenders declaring “greed is good.” Meanwhile, average families watched their wages stagnate, their debts rise, and their pensions slowly erode under the steady acid drip of fiat money.
It was the decade of false dawns. Sure, stocks would roar from 1982 onward, but it wasn’t because the system was fixed; it was because the credit spigot had been opened wide. The game had shifted: from industry to finance, from production to speculation. America stopped building things and started trading them.
And me? I sat in Andorra, sipping coffee, playing tennis, and muttering: Just wait until true hard money shows up, you clueless bastards.
The slopes had emptied for lunch, skis stacked like pick-up sticks outside the lodge. Inside, the air was thick with melted snow, wet wool, and the faint whiff of fondue. I was thawing my fingers around a mug of hot chocolate when two French university students slid into the bench next to mine, goggles still perched on their heads like insect eyes.
They were buzzing with that half-drunken, half-exhilarated energy only morning of near-death skiing can provide.
“C’est incroyable,” one of them declared, blowing on his soup. “Avec Reagan et Thatcher, enfin, the free market will triumph. Socialism? Terminé!”
The other nodded vigorously, nearly tipping over his chocolat chaud.
I couldn’t help myself. “Yes, indeed,” I said in French, smiling. “The cavalry has arrived. Nothing saves an economy like cutting taxes while spending like drunken skiers.”
They stared, surprised by the interruption. One pushed his sun glasses up, revealing the raccoon-eyes of a bad sunburn. “Excuse me?”
I shrugged. “Debt, my friends. Reagan’s deficits will grow faster than a runaway avalanche. Thatcher will break the unions, yes, but the printing presses will keep whirring. You can’t ski uphill forever.”
The girl tilted her head, spoon pausing mid-air. “But Volcker; he will bring discipline, oui?”
“Discipline?” I laughed. “Yes; he’ll break inflation with 20% interest rates, and half of America will think they’re having a heart attack. Farmers will drive their tractors to Washington in protest. Wall Street will celebrate, of course; they always do when Main Street bleeds.”
The boy frowned. “Alors, you are socialist?”
“Socialist?” I nearly snorted chocolate up my nose. “No, no. I’m allergic to central planners of every flavor. Marxists want the state to run everything, Reagan and Thatcher just want to run it with credit cards. Either way, the bill comes due. And trust me; I’ve seen the bill.”
They blinked. “Seen the bill?”
I leaned closer, lowering my voice. “1987. Black Monday. The biggest stock market crash anyone’s ever seen. Wall Street will scream, and you two will probably be skiing again by then, blissfully unaware.”
Their mouths hung open.
I stood, clapping them each on the shoulder like an old ski instructor. “Enjoy the slopes, mes amis. Just remember; avalanches aren’t only made of snow.”
Then I clomped out in my ski boots, leaving them whispering behind me like they’d just run into a time-traveling Cassandra with a lift pass.
As they say, time flies when you’re having fun; though in my case it wasn’t just “fun,” it was skiing three times a week in Andorra, tennis tournaments in France and Spain, and the occasional European jaunt that looked suspiciously like market research disguised as tourism.
But I never lost sight of my dual mission.
On one side: the steady march of silicon. Microcircuitry and silicon chips were shrinking faster than my attention span back in fifth grade. Every year computers grew smaller, faster, cheaper, and it was obvious they were pushing us toward the inevitable: the Internet. The whole world was about to be connected, like it or not.
On the other side: the cypherpunks. A ragtag band of eccentrics, libertarians, privacy nuts, and borderline anarchists who wanted to use cryptography to keep Big Brother out of everyone’s inbox. They weren’t wrong. Once the Net hit critical mass, governments would fall on it like seagulls on a dropped sandwich: monitor, censor, regulate, and tax. The cypherpunks wanted locks stronger than governments had keys.
And me? I wanted to push them further. Privacy was nice, liberty was nice, but the real fight was money. It wasn’t just email that needed to be free from surveillance, it was the global monetary system. I knew the destination: a censorship-resistant, decentralized, scarce digital money immune to government meddling. The trick was nudging these code-obsessed wizards to realize it too.
I could already picture the meetings: a bunch of brilliant bearded guys and the occasional chain-smoking genius in sandals, arguing about hash functions, while I, looking like the kid sent to fetch coffee, was the only one in the room who knew the final score. I wasn’t trying to manipulate them, just speed things up. The sooner we got to sound money, the sooner the world could stop being looted by inflation and debt.
Of course, years of FUD lay ahead: academics dismissing digital money as a fad, governments calling it dangerous, and bankers clutching their pearls while secretly plotting how to profit from it. I wanted to get in early, use my fortune to support the cypherpunks, and keep them pointed at the target: fix the money, fix the world.
It was the late 80s, and I’d been flying back and forth, haunting university corridors like a ghost with too much pocket money. MIT, Stanford, Caltech, anywhere that smelled faintly of solder, stale coffee, and genius. My cover story was simple: “visiting researcher.” My actual research? Finding the men who’d eventually invent the future.
I’d already perfected the look: jeans, scuffed sneakers, backpack stuffed with journals I never read, and a pair of fake wire-rimmed glasses I wore just to look more “grad student.” I blended in about as well as a Porsche parked at a trailer park, but at least nobody asked to see my transcripts.
One evening, I wandered into a dimly lit computer lab, the kind with clunky terminals humming like refrigerators and paper printouts curled up like albino ferns. That’s when I saw him: a wiry young man, head bent over a Sun workstation, typing like he was trying to beat the computer into submission.
“Uh… excuse me,” I said, trying my best clueless-student voice. “Is this where they’re working on… computer security?”
He looked up, eyes sharp behind tired glasses. “Depends. Are you here to secure something or break something?”
“Both,” I said, deadpan.
He chuckled, waved me over. “You sound like the NSA already. Sit down. I’m Hal.”
Hal? Hal Finney. The Hal Finney. The man who’d someday receive the first Bitcoin transaction, years before the world even knew what a block was.
I pulled up a chair, careful not to trip over the spaghetti tangle of cables. “So, Hal,” I said casually, “do you think governments will ever stop spying on people?”
He smirked. “Only if people figure out how to make surveillance too expensive. That’s the whole point of cryptography.”
Bingo. I leaned in. “And what if people figure out how to make money itself… untouchable?”
That got his attention. He paused, hands hovering above the keyboard, eyes narrowing just a little. “Money?”
I shrugged like it was a half-formed thought. “Yeah. Imagine cash you can send through a wire. Anonymous, decentralized, no banks, no middlemen. A kind of… digital gold.”
Hal laughed, shaking his head. “That’s science fiction, for the moment.”
“Sure,” I said, grinning. “So was landing on the moon, sort-of.”
We talked for hours that night, Hal sketching encryption schemes on dot-matrix paper while I nudged the conversation toward the future I already knew was coming. To him, I was just another eccentric student with too much imagination. To me, this was the first step in steering history toward Bitcoin years before Satoshi ever typed a word.
As the lab lights flickered toward closing time, Hal stretched, cracked his knuckles, and glanced at the pile of printouts between us.
“Look, you’ve got some… unusual ideas,” he said, half amused, half intrigued. “Most people in here just want to build better passwords. You’re talking about de-fanging governments with math.”
I smiled. “Everyone needs a hobby.”
He laughed, then tore off a sheet from his dot-matrix stack and scribbled something down. “Here’s my email address. It’s on the ARPANET, so don’t expect instant replies unless you’ve also got clearance to the Pentagon.” He pushed it across the desk.
I stared at the blocky characters: a string of letters, numbers, and a domain.
“Thanks, Hal,” I said, tucking it into my notebook like it was the Rosetta Stone.
We shook hands, the awkward grip of two people who both knew they’d said more than they should.
I left the lab that night with a grin. I hadn’t just made a contact, I had my foot firmly in the door of the future.
By this time in my first life, I’d already finished my MBA and was working as a Series 7 stockbroker in Europe. My memory of financial events was much sharper than my vague recollections of the 1970s, so I knew Black Monday was coming at the end of October 1987.
The papers were full of the usual fiscal-year mumbo jumbo: overvaluations, corrections looming, yawning trade and budget deficits, the specter of rising rates. Same old song. The market was ripe for a self-reinforcing panic. I set up my portfolio to profit from the crash to the max, spreading out puts across different accounts to avoid too much SEC sniffing. Unfortunately, I made the mistake of calling Mr. Shapiro to give him a heads-up, and being a little too precise when I said, “Watch Monday, October 19th.”
Shapiro’s trader, Harry, then barreled in like a toddler on roller skates in a china shop. Shapiro still made out like a bandit, but it drew all the wrong eyes.
A week later, my Andorran phone line developed a new quirk: the little click-click of someone else listening in. At first, I thought it was Andorra Telecom playing with a new toy. But it also happened during my calls with Zurich and New York.
Then came Shapiro’s midnight whisper:
“Edward, we’ve got a problem.”
I laughed. “What, did one of your clients finally figure out you charge them a front-load, a back-load, and a management fee just to stand in the middle?”
“No,” he said, deadly serious. “It’s Harry. He panicked. He’s been talking.”
Turns out Harry, a man with the nerves of a chihuahua in a thunderstorm and the discretion of a karaoke emcee, spilled to the wrong people that the firm’s miraculous crash play wasn’t luck. It was thanks to “some kid in Europe who can see the future.”
“See the future?” I groaned. “That makes me sound like Nostradamus if he worked for Goldman Sachs.”
Shapiro sighed. “The SEC’s poking around, but it’s not just them. We’ve had guys from Treasury. The kind of men who don’t blink. The kind whose suits look vacuum-sealed. I don’t like it.”
Neither did I. Especially when, two days later, I spotted the same “tourist couple” three times: once on the ski slopes, once in a café in La Vella, and once outside my bank arguing over a map that was upside down.
Then came the knock.
Two grey suits at my chalet door. No names, no smiles. One flipped open a leather wallet with three gold letters embossed inside. He didn’t say them. He didn’t have to.
“We’d like to ask you a few questions about your… remarkable foresight regarding October nineteenth.”
“Remarkable foresight?” I said, forcing a laugh. “Gentlemen, I read The Wall Street Journal like everyone else.”
“Yes,” the other replied, scribbling in his notebook. “Except everyone else lost billions. You made them.”
I tried deflection. “What can I say? Some people play fantasy football. I play fantasy capitalism, and I usually win.”
They didn’t laugh.
One leaned closer, his breath sharp with menthol. “Luck doesn’t explain precision. October nineteenth. Exact timing. Exact positioning. So… who are you with?”
There it was. The question. Not if I was working for someone, but which side. In their eyes, I wasn’t a lucky trader; I was a leak, a spy, a tap into some forbidden source.
Inside, my gut twisted. Outwardly, I shrugged. “Gentlemen, if I were in cahoots with America’s sworn enemies, do you really think I’d be holed up in this little principality, in this drafty chalet? Come on. If I had that kind of power, I’d be running the Fed, not shoveling snow off my own roof.”
This time one of them smiled. Just barely. He reached out, straightened a picture frame on the wall, and said, “Nice view. Shame if anyone… blocked it.”
Then they were gone.
I poured a glass of wine and stared at the mountains. For the first time since landing back in 1970, I felt something colder than the Pyrenean wind: I wasn’t invisible anymore. I had been noticed, tagged, filed. And once you’re in their cabinet, they don’t forget you.
Whenever I needed a change of scenery and a fresh set of ideas, I’d hop on the night train to Paris. After the little “visit” I’d just had in Andorra, boy, did I need a change.
In Paris, I liked to rotate between quirky, slightly shabby-chic hotels and the grand dames of Parisian luxury, such as the Crillon, the Plaza Athénée. Every once in a while I’d check into the latter, just to remind myself how the other half lived. But honestly? The constant tipping, the bowing doormen, the “may I press your trousers for you, monsieur?” routine - exhausting. At a three-star, I could lug my own bag, eat my croissant without silverware, and not worry if my shoes had salt stains from Andorran snow.
Naturally, I stopped in to see my old friend Rabbi Cowen. We spent a pleasant afternoon nursing tea while I laid out my latest obsession: the coming cypherpunk revolution, the battle for freedom in the digital age. He listened, chin resting on one hand, eyes kind but sharp.
When I finished, he leaned back and quoted: “Write the vision, and make it plain upon tablets, that he may run that readeth it.” (Habakkuk 2:2). He smiled. “You’re writing a vision for a new world, Edward. Maybe not on stone tablets, but on silicon ones.”
I blinked. Leave it to the Rabbi to compare me to Moses with a modem.
What always amazed me about him was that he didn’t just nod politely; he encouraged me, as if he too sensed that I was more than I appeared. I sometimes wondered if he thought I was some odd, twentieth-century prophet, the kind who came not in camel’s hair but in Levi’s jeans.
And then Ruth walked in.
She had grown up in the years I’d been haunting their apartment. Now, instead of the eager teenager running in from school, she entered the room with a sway of her hips and a quiet smile that lingered just a beat too long. Feminine, poised, self-aware. Not brazen, but a touch of that je ne sais quoi that made you suddenly sit up straighter.
“Edward,” she said warmly, like we’d been sharing secrets all along.
I tried to keep things light, slyly steering the conversation toward her social circle. Who did she spend time with these days? Where did she go out? What parties were worth attending? I wasn’t just fishing for gossip, I was fishing for a name.
And there it was. Victoria.
Ruth’s close friend. They went to cafés together, studied together, whispered confidences about boys in smoky corners. My wife-to-be, dropped into the conversation like a divine Easter egg from the gods of destiny.
I tried to sound casual, though my pulse was drumming like a high-schooler before his first dance. “Ruth, why don’t we go to one of Paris’ wonderful museums and you can invite your friend Victoria, or any other of your friends, of course. I spend far too much time cavorting with old coots.” I tipped my head toward Rabbi Cowen. “Present company excluded, of course, my dear Rabbi.”
We settled on Wednesday, Ruth’s free afternoon. She’d see if her friend could come.
That very day, I marched myself straight to the Louvre, jittery as a teenager before finals. Though in my head I was seventy-plus, my stomach churned with the butterflies of a kid hoping his voice didn’t crack mid-sentence. I signed up for the guided tour, peppered the poor guide with so many questions (“How exactly does one really appreciate chiaroscuro?”) that she looked ready to shove me into the gift shop. I spent hours wandering those halls, desperately cramming art history as though I’d been assigned to woo Victoria via oral exam.
Wednesday arrived. I was there early, tickets already in hand. None of this “queue for an hour” business under a glass pyramid. Back then the Louvre had multiple sleepy entrances, where you could practically stroll in with a baguette under your arm.
And then I saw her.
Victoria.
Those big blue eyes tucked behind wide-frame glasses. A shy smile. And the unmistakable “swishy 80s Paris girl” look: shoulder-padded jacket a size too wide, a floral skirt that flared like it had borrowed fabric from three different couches, opaque tights, and sensible flats. Hair with just enough spray to ward off nuclear fallout. She could have walked straight off the set of La Boum.
We exchanged the bise, one kiss on each cheek; my heart nearly stopped, and stepped inside. I declared boldly that I would lead the tour, brushing off guides and headphones. “Non, merci. Today, mesdemoiselles, I shall be your docent.” Of course, this confidence came only after my days-long refresher course, but they didn’t need to know that.
To avoid being too obvious, I divided my attention between the two girls: Ruth, my trusted family ally, and Victoria, my destiny in 80s disguise. We mostly spoke English. Ruth’s years in Illinois had given her a Midwestern lilt, but occasionally I translated slang into German for Victoria, whose second language was Goethe, not Shakespeare. It scored me a few points. “Cool as a cucumber,” I explained, then offered the German: kühl wie eine Gurke. Victoria giggled, which was all the confirmation I needed that my “multilingual Casanova” routine was working.
After a few hours of art appreciation, “No, Ruth, the Mona Lisa was already smiling before she met me”, I suggested we stop for a drink. We found a table at Café Marly, tucked under the Louvre’s arcades, with a perfect view of the courtyard and none of the tourist crush that would come later. I kept the conversation breezy, resisted the urge to press for phone numbers or a date. Instead, I casually dropped: “I’d love to go dancing sometime. Maybe you two could show me where Parisians really let loose.”
I knew Victoria adored dancing. This was my subtle checkmate. Or so I thought.
At the end of the afternoon, I gallantly hailed a taxi, helped them inside, and waved goodbye like Cary Grant after a perfect scene. I leaned back against the curb, smug. Nailed it. Absolutely nailed it.
Little did I know I’d completely misread the whole thing.
Money continued to pour into my accounts, thanks in no small part to the thirty-year Treasuries I’d scooped up at the peak of Paul Volcker’s rate hikes. Fifteen percent, locked in for three decades compounding into a small nation’s GDP by the time they matured. The kind of investment that made bankers weep and accountants salivate.
On the equity side, I’d already bought back all the blue chips that I dumped before the ’87 crash: Coca-Cola (sugar water disguised as stock market rocket fuel), McDonald’s (a burger empire with margins fatter than its customers), Johnson & Johnson (band-aids and baby powder never go out of style), and of course the crown jewels: Intel, Microsoft, and Apple.
Apple was trickier. I knew I’d need to dump it in ’91 before it tanked under John Sculley’s “let’s-be-a-toaster-company” era; then jump back in when Jobs made his dramatic comeback, complete with Microsoft’s $150 million “bailout” that shocked Wall Street. If you knew the script, it wasn’t a bailout at all; it was a down payment on Apple becoming the most valuable company in history.
Meanwhile, across the Pacific, Japan’s Nikkei was puffing itself up like a sumo wrestler on Red Bull. I knew it would all collapse in 1990, so I planned to short it into the ground. It felt almost unfair. Like knowing the Titanic’s exact coordinates and showing up with scuba gear and a salvage contract.
All of it, the Treasuries, the blue chips, the shorts, was just ammunition. I wasn’t building wealth for yachts or mansions. I was stockpiling it for the real mission: funding the cypherpunks.
It was midnight in Andorra. The mountains slept under a thin crust of snow while I sat hunched over my brand-new IBM PC clone: a beige box, green-on-black monitor, and a Hayes 1200-baud modem that screamed like a tortured cicada. State-of-the-art, provided “state” meant East Germany.
It had taken two hours of arguing with the Andorran phone company to get the dedicated line installed. At one point they practically accused me of “tampering with NATO communications.” I handed over a wad of pesetas and they finally gave in.
I pulled out Hal Finney’s “email” address, more like a secret code than a real address. The only way into ARPANET from Andorra was by dialing into a French university’s mainframe that offered “gateway services.” For the equivalent of four dollars a minute.
The modem shrieked to life:
krrr-KSSHHHH-beeeeep-bzzzzzz-SSHHH
Connection speed: 1200 baud. Which meant if I typed “HELLO,” it would get to California just in time for the next presidential election.
I logged in through a Tymnet access code I’d bought off a shady IT guy in Toulouse. After twelve screens of “WELCOME TO THE UNIVERSITY OF TOULOUSE” and “ILLEGAL ACCESS PUNISHABLE BY LAW,” I finally reached the blinking cursor of the mail client.
TO: hal@rand.org
FROM: edward@unitoulouse.net
SUBJECT: Staying in touch
I began typing:
Hi Hal,
It would be great to hear from you again. Please excuse any typos, my goat keeps chewing the phone line. Connection here is slower than a French waiter on strike. Still following your work on cryptography with great interest. I’ve got some more thoughts on how this all ties into money. More later, before this thing times out.
Regards,
Edward
CTRL-X, Y, Enter.
The modem shrieked again, the chalet rattled like it was being exorcised, and finally the screen said: MESSAGE SENT.
I leaned back, triumphant. Then came the bill: three sentences had cost me 600 French francs.
I poured myself a glass of wine. “Well,” I muttered, “that may have been the most expensive email in history.” But if Hal was listening, it was worth every peseta.
Hal’s Reply
FROM: hal@rand.org
TO: edward@unitoulouse.net
SUBJECT: RE: Staying in touch
Edward,
Glad to hear you survived the modem exorcism. Your message came through mostly intact, though my terminal decided to render half of your “Regards” as “Regurgs.” Nice touch.
1200 baud? That’s practically Morse code with delusions of grandeur. At that speed, a carrier pigeon with dysentery would still beat you to California. If you can, upgrade to 2400; you’ll feel like you’ve joined the space age.
I like your thoughts on tying cryptography to money. Privacy in communication is step one. Privacy in transactions is step two. The trick is doing it without Big Brother smashing everything with a hammer.
Anyway, keep in touch, preferably without bankrupting yourself on phone bills. If goats keep chewing the wires, put them closer to the modem. They might actually boost throughput.
Hal
My music “career” never really took off - unless you count belting out Elvis and CCR covers in smoky bars between glasses of Bordeaux. In Andorra, I was a regular at a couple of joints, and in Paris I found myself haunting the same clubs where, in my first life, I’d once flipped burgers in the back. This time around, no greasy apron, I was the patron, sometimes even the guest crooner.
The young body I was inhabiting continually surprised me. Stamina like I’d been issued a second liver. I could sing until three, hop to a couple of after-hours dives, and still wind up near Les Halles spooning French onion soup at Au Pied de Cochon, the legendary all-night brasserie that served everything from pig’s feet to oysters at four in the morning. Nothing quite says “nuit blanche” like onion breath before sunrise.
Still, I couldn’t shake the sense that eyes were on me. After that ominous “official” visit, I’d developed the habits of a Cold War spy: pausing at shop windows to catch reflections, darting down alleys just to double back, pretending to tie my shoe while scanning for tail lights. I’d swear sometimes I spotted the same trench-coated silhouette outside two different cafés on the same day. Either the deep state was after me, or Paris was being overrun by men auditioning for Inspector Clouseau.
Then, one night at Cactus Charly’s, after rattling through a set of Elvis, Chuck Berry, and CCR, I looked out from the stage and there they were: Victoria’s cousins. My heart gave a funny jump. When I finished, they came right up:
“Hey, weren’t you that American tennis coach in Cap Ferret a few summers back?”
I confessed I was. Next thing I knew, I was sitting at their table, buying rounds, laughing like old friends. Then I slipped in my angle. Instead of clumsily asking for Victoria’s number, I leaned back and said:
“You know, I once went to the Louvre with your younger cousin Victoria. Lovely afternoon. Funny thing is, she left something with me. I’d really like to get it back to her. Trouble is, I never got her number.”
Instant sympathy. Cousins can’t resist playing Cupid, especially when they think they’re helping a friend retrieve a “forgotten book”, which of course existed only in my imagination. With a wink, one scribbled down her phone number. Mission accomplished.
I called. And called. And called. Always the same: a younger sibling on the line, nervously reporting that “Victoria isn’t home.” No offer to take a message, no polite “call back later.” Just click. Fishy. Even in the 1980s, young people weren’t out of the house every single evening. Unless they were avoiding someone.
This went on for months. Each time I was in Paris, I’d give it another shot, only to be stonewalled by the world’s most reluctant relay service. Finally, one evening, the line clicked and her voice came through, sharp as a slap:
“Why do you keep calling me? What about Ruth?”
I froze. Then it all came rushing back. In my first life, Victoria had once believed I was shacking up with a fellow student, a certain Melanie, and refused to date me for months because she thought I was a cad. Here it was again, only worse: this time, she thought I was practically betrothed to Ruth, the Rabbi’s daughter.
“No, no, you’ve got it all wrong,” I stammered. “Ruth and I - we’re not an item. She’s just an old family friend.”
“Well,” Victoria said icily, “she doesn’t see it that way. She told me herself that you two were practically engaged.”
My head spun. Mon Dieu. Ruth? Engaged? Aie yie yie, what a pickle. Time to schedule a very awkward sit-down with the Rabbi.
I scrambled for the right words. “Victoria, I had no idea. Ruth is a wonderful girl, but I assure you, I have no intentions there whatsoever.”
Silence. Then a sigh.
“Well, if you can clear this up,” she said finally, “I might consider going to the theater with you. Might.”
That was closer than I’d ever want to come to losing her a second time. I hung up, heart racing. I’d survived crashes, interrogations, and CIA-tailing tourists, but the mystery of twenty-year-old girls? That was the deadliest puzzle of all.
I rang the bell, rehearsing excuses in my head like a guilty schoolboy. The Rabbi opened the door himself, smiling warmly as always.
“Edward! What a pleasant surprise. Come in, come in. Ruth is just in the salon, practicing her piano.”
Of course she was. Chopin floated down the hall like a soundtrack to my impending awkwardness.
I sat across from the Rabbi, clearing my throat. “Rabbi, there’s… a bit of a misunderstanding. Something I need to clear up. It concerns Ruth. And me. And how Victoria won’t take my calls.”
Before I could finish, Ruth appeared, flushed from her playing. She wasn’t glowing with wild adoration; more like sheepish embarrassment, as though she already guessed why I’d come.
“Edward,” she said with a half-smile, “I suppose this is about the rumors.”
The Rabbi raised an eyebrow. “Rumors?”
Ruth fiddled with the edge of her sleeve. “Some of my friends kept pestering me about whether I had a boyfriend. So I might have… let them think it was Edward.” She glanced at me apologetically. “I didn’t mean for it to get out of hand.”
“Ah,” I said, relief flooding me. “That explains a lot. Ruth, you’re wonderful, but when people started talking about an engagement, I thought I was losing my mind.”
“Engagement?” The Rabbi’s eyebrows climbed dangerously close to his yarmulke.
Ruth’s eyes widened. “I never said that! I just wanted my friends to stop trying to set me up with their cousin’s dentist. Honestly, Daddy, Edward was the safest name I could drop. Everyone knows he’s half in love with Victoria.”
The Rabbi coughed into his hand to hide a grin. “Well, Edward, you’ve caused quite a stir. One girl using your name as a shield, another refusing your calls because of it. You’re starting to sound like King Solomon, but with fewer wives and a lot more confusion.”
I groaned. “Rabbi, I assure you, I’m trying to avoid extra wives. Just one will do. Eventually. Preferably one not refusing my calls.”
He chuckled. “Good. Then perhaps the air is clear. Ruth, next time you need to invent a beau, pick someone less available. A Talmud student, perhaps. Or an Arsenal supporter.”
Ruth rolled her eyes. “Fine. Sorry, Edward. I didn’t think Victoria would hear about it.”
I smiled. “Ruth, you’re extraordinary. And one day you’ll laugh about this with someone who isn’t an awkward American who sings Elvis at Cactus Charly’s.”
“Fair enough,” she said, and even managed a small laugh.
The Rabbi clapped his hands together. “Excellent! Now that’s settled, let’s eat. Edward, you’ve given me more drama today than three chapters of Genesis. Stay for dinner.”
And just like that, the storm passed. Ruth wasn’t a tragic heroine in a Russian novel after all; just a clever girl who’d borrowed my name as a convenient decoy.
After all the emotional turbulence in Paris, I was glad to retreat to Andorra; back to my “monastic” routine of skiing, tennis, and the occasional pub chatter on how governments quietly siphon wealth from their citizens. Not an easy sell, given most of my drinking companions were independently wealthy Catalan hoteliers or smugglers moonlighting as tobacco traders. When I’d rant about inflation and currency debasement, they’d just sip their brandy and mutter, “Yes, yes, Edward, but have you tried the chorizo?”
It was the perfect disguise: a low-profile lifestyle while secretly amassing a fortune. My personal spending I kept prudently below the IRS’s foreign earned income exclusion of about $80,000 in the mid-1980s; always paying with my “personal” credit card and cash to keep up appearances. Larger purchases, however, ran through a small fleet of Swiss shell companies that I controlled, each with its own anonymous accounts and a discreet high-limit gold card. That little game would last until Switzerland caved in to U.S. pressure and began dismantling its bank secrecy laws in 2009 but in the ’80s, Geneva and Zurich were still financial fortresses.
The only visible assets in my name were my Andorran chalet and, finally, a jewel of a property in Cap Ferret. Right on the bay, tucked into a pine-lined stretch that would one day become worth its weight in Château Lafite. I tucked the deed into a French SCI (Société Civile Immobilière), owned in turn by one of my Swiss companies. That way, on paper, it was a corporate “investment property,” not a seizable personal asset. In France, that’s perfectly legal: foreigners often buy real estate through an SCI for tax efficiency and to avoid inheritance headaches. The notaire didn’t even raise an eyebrow. He just pocketed his fee and poured himself another Ricard.
For now, I rarely went over there. When I did, I’d stay in a hotel while the realtor managed the rentals in July and August. But in my head, the bay house was no longer just an investment. It was a chess piece in a larger plan.
Because that summer, I decided, the place wouldn’t be rented out. Not this time. I wanted it free, open, waiting. A stage set for something more romantic: long evenings under the pines, the Atlantic surf rolling in on the ocean side, glasses of Bordeaux at sunset. A place where I could finally win back the girl who now knew I was interested and, just maybe, was beginning to feel the same.
For now, though, I would leave her alone. Let her think. Let her miss me. Let her enjoy her student life in Paris of afternoons in cafés, exams to cram for, nights laughing with friends. Before I interrupted it all with a question that would change her life.
We had already shared one luminous evening together at the Théâtre de la Ville, watching Les Fourberies de Scapin - Molière’s timeless comedy of disguises, misunderstandings, and ill-timed declarations. It was the perfect choice: the laughter softened the awkwardness, and I could see her blue eyes crinkling behind her glasses as the actors tumbled across the stage.
Now, she had that memory to hold onto, while I prepared the stage for the next act. The Bay of Arcachon, the summer air, the sprawling house by the water, and me, finally ready to stop pretending I was just a visitor passing through her life.
After the flash crash of October ’87, the man of the hour arrived: Alan Greenspan, freshly installed as Fed Chairman. He stepped onto the stage like some kind of economic fireman, promising to douse the flames of panic. Wall Street applauded so hard you’d think he’d just invented champagne.
Thus was born what became known as the “Greenspan Put.” The idea was simple: if markets go up, investors win. If markets collapse, the Fed rushes in to rescue them. Heads, Wall Street wins. Tails, taxpayers lose.
Traders quickly got the message: risk was no longer risky. Speculators could borrow at 5%, lever themselves to the eyeballs, and if their bets blew up? Well, Alan had a printing press and a soft spot for bankers. It was like playing blackjack where every time you busted, the pit boss slipped you a new hand “just to keep things lively.”
The moral hazard was obvious. When you insure people against their own stupidity, you don’t get less stupidity, you get hedge funds stuffing dynamite into their portfolios and then tossing matches around for fun.
What made it all the more comical was that back in 1966, young Alan Greenspan had written an essay sounding like a disciple of Mises and Hayek. He waxed poetic about the benefits of gold backing the dollar, calling it the only guarantee against inflation and government abuse. “Gold and economic freedom are inseparable,” he’d declared with all the conviction of a prophet. Fast forward two decades, and here he was, happily decoupling money from reality like a magician sawing a lady in half.
I couldn’t help but laugh. In ’66, Greenspan was basically the high priest of sound money. By ’87, he’d become the Wizard of Oz behind the curtain, pulling levers, pegging interest rates, and teaching a whole generation of speculators that you could privatize profits and socialize losses.
Wall Street adored it. They literally loved the negative carry. Why not? Borrow short, speculate long, and if the cycle blew up - no problem, Uncle Alan would goose the markets again with another “temporary measure.”
But the truth was obvious to anyone not hypnotized by CNBC: the half-century since 1971 hadn’t been the triumph of capitalism, but a Frankenstein experiment of the Fed’s own making. “Start and stop” interventions, pegged rates, sudden reversals, with every cycle caused by the central bank’s meddling, not the free market they pretended to protect. It was like watching a drunk lurch down the street, occasionally crashing into lampposts, then proudly announcing, “See? I’m still upright!”
Meanwhile, my Swiss vaults and Andorran accounts were fattening like geese before Christmas. Greenspan’s “put” was my feast, but I couldn’t help remembering his younger self. If even Alan Greenspan could pivot from gold prophet to fiat enabler, what chance did the rest of the world have?
It was a quiet evening in my Andorran chalet. Snow was piling up on the balcony, the oil burner hummed downstairs, and I had a glass of Rioja in one hand and a stack of papers in the other.
The paper on top was Alan Greenspan’s 1966 essay: Gold and Economic Freedom.
I read aloud to the empty room:
“In the absence of the gold standard, there is no way to protect savings from confiscation through inflation.”
I nearly spilled my wine laughing. “Amen, brother Alan! Preach it!” I could almost see him in a toga on the steps of the Acropolis, handing out gold coins and quoting Hayek.
I flipped the page.
“Deficit spending is simply a scheme for the hidden confiscation of wealth. Gold stands in the way of this insidious process.”
I slapped the essay down on the desk. “Exactly! You nailed it, Maestro. Bravo!”
Then I picked up that morning’s Wall Street Journal, headline blaring: “Greenspan Vows Fed Will Support Markets After Crash.”
I read it in the same theatrical voice:
“The Federal Reserve will serve as a source of liquidity to support the economic and financial system.”
I leaned back, chuckling. “Alan, my old friend, what happened? Did someone swap your coffee for Kool-Aid? You went from Mises to Mickey Mouse in twenty years flat.”
I imagined Greenspan’s ghostly younger self standing behind his older version, wagging a finger. “Alan, you sold out. You were the golden prophet, and now you’re the wizard of Oz pulling levers.”
And the older Greenspan replying, deadpan: “Yes, but look how the Dow loves me.”
I sipped my wine and muttered to myself: “The Greenspan Put: a casino where the house covers your losses.
The irony wasn’t lost on me.
Still, I had to grin. Thanks to his moral hazard machine, my accounts were swelling like the fatted calf. If Alan wanted to keep the printing presses humming, I’d be there, knife and fork in hand.
Back to matters at hand, I was burning to make some further progress with the cypherpunks. We were still in such early days of the technology, it was frustrating to have to wait for all these brilliant coders to have their eureka moments.
From: edward@andorra.and
To: hal@rand.org
Subject: status / digital cash
Hi Hal,
Checking in from the mountains. The phone line still squeals, but it
mostly works.
Curious where things stand on the privacy front:
- remailer/anon comms ideas?
- export restrictions easing at all, or still “crypto=munitions”?
- any practical movement on Chaum-style systems? (blind sigs →
spendable cash, not just theory)
Bigger picture: if communications privacy is step one, do you see a
plausible step two toward a user-run, censorship-resistant *money*
(online, bearer-like, no single choke point)?
One odd question: have you run across a coder (or rumor thereof) going
by the name of “Satoshi”? Might be nothing; just bookmarking the name.
Keep me honest on modem time, so I’ll stop here.
Edward
From: hal@rand.org
To: edward@andorra.and
Subject: Re: status / digital cash
Edward,
Good to hear the line still screams but transmits.
Quick state of the union:
1) Privacy/comm:
There’s active talk (mostly academic) about anonymous channels,
but nothing turnkey you can run from a beige box yet. A few of us
are playing with store-and-forward schemes and header-stripping,
mostly prototypes. Usenet “anonymity” is not anonymity.
2) Policy:
Crypto is still treated like a grenade with pins removed. Export
controls apply; source code in a suitcase gets you the wrong kind
of attention. Don’t expect relief soon.
3) Digital cash:
Chaum’s blind signatures look like the right primitive. His newer
work (with Fiat/Naor) sketches “untraceable” e-cash that’s actually
spendable. Real systems will run into bank/compliance nerves, but
the math is sound. Biggest gaps: double-spend resistance without a
central mint, and how to decentralize validation. Easy to say,
nontrivial to build.
Your “step two”:
A user-run, censorship-resistant money needs:
- public verifiability of issuance/transfer
- no single redeemer to lean on
- sybil resistance (without trusting a registry)
- incentives so honest participants show up and liars lose
We have pieces (signatures, hash functions) but not the glue:
global consensus without a central clock. If someone solves that,
the rest gets interesting fast.
“Satoshi”:
Not a name I’ve heard in these circles. Could be a handle, could be
noise. If he exists, he’ll surface in papers, code, or both.
If you want to help now: fund implementations and documentation.
Working code beats manifestos. Also, please upgrade your modem—reading
email at 1200 baud is like watching paint dry by candlelight.
—Hal
I leaned back in my creaky Andorran chair, reread Hal’s last line, and nearly spilled my wine.
Fund implementations!
Of course! That was always going to be my way in. The cypherpunks didn’t need another manifesto writer; they already had enough of those, each with more footnotes than paragraphs. What they needed was someone to bankroll the boring stuff: servers that didn’t melt after five minutes, programmers who could afford more than ramen, and printers that didn’t jam on page three of Toward a Digital Cash.
If I played it right, I could become the Medici of the modem age. Renaissance Florence had bankers funding Michelangelo’s chisel, why not me bankrolling geeks chiseling away at cryptography? My role would be a mystery, whispered in hushed tones over dial-up:
“Who paid for this?”
“Some guy with deep pockets in the Pyrenees. Goats, Porsche, the whole package.”
I could wire money through Swiss shells and nobody would know I was the one footing the bill.
The key was to make it look like philanthropy, not pay-for-play. “Here’s a grant for your brilliant work, dear coder. No strings attached. (Except, please solve the double-spend problem before I grow another gray hair.)” Maybe Hal could even act as my go-between, keeping my name out of it while my francs, pesetas, and dollars quietly fueled the future.
It was perfect: the cypherpunks would keep inventing, the governments would keep panicking, and I would keep bankrolling the money of tomorrow, all while pretending to be just another anonymous eccentric with a suspiciously fat wallet.
For the first time in months, I felt less like a hunted trader and more like a patron saint of the keyboard. Michelangelo had marble. I had hash functions.
And if anyone asked what I did for a living?
“Oh me? I’m just a humble investor… in freedom.”
FROM: hal@rand.org
TO: edward@andorra.and
SUBJECT: Re: Patron of the Cypherpunks
Edward,
I had to smile at your last note. The Medici of the modem age — now there’s a headline that would never make it past an academic journal editor. But the truth is, what you suggest makes sense.
You’re right: we have no shortage of theorists. For every person actually coding, there are ten writing 40-page manifestos about what someone else should be coding. The real bottleneck isn’t ideas, it’s implementation. Code, documentation, hardware — the unglamorous side of progress. That’s where support could make the difference.
Of course, discretion is key. This space is already crawling with skeptics, spooks, and opportunists. Too much money, too obviously, and people start wondering who’s pulling the strings. Which is why your “anonymous eccentric in the Pyrenees” cover story is, frankly, perfect.
If you’re serious, the best path is to help indirectly. Fund tools and libraries everyone can use, but stay in the background. A grant here, a machine there, a travel stipend so a grad student can finish their thesis instead of waiting tables. It’s not glamorous, but it builds foundations.
And no, I don’t know any “Satoshi.” I’ll let you know if I do. That said, I think Len Sasseman has a dog named Satoshi something
Anyway, tread carefully, but keep that enthusiasm. In a movement where most of us pay our bills in coffee and pizza coupons, a Medici doesn’t sound half bad.
—Hal
TO: hal@rand.org
SUBJECT: Re: Patron of the Cypherpunks
Hal,
Glad you didn’t dismiss me as just another manifesto-writer with delusions of grandeur. My handwriting isn’t good enough for manifestos anyway.
I hear you loud and clear: code, documentation, hardware, all the boring but vital scaffolding that nobody wants to pay for. That’s where I can step in. Think of me less as a shadowy puppet master and more as a quiet sponsor of caffeine, terminals, and functioning printers. Michelangelo had marble; you folks get dot-matrix paper and a stable compiler.
Discretion is understood. I don’t want to put anyone under a spotlight. I would prefer that no one knew my name. So here’s my proposal: you act as my go-between. Just give me a figure in dollars, francs, pesetas, and a bank account where I can wire the funds. You decide how to distribute them: a workstation here, a travel stipend there, or just keeping the lights on in the lab. No strings attached. Except maybe the occasional request to speed up the double-spend solution before I sprout gray hair.
In short: you tell me what’s needed, I’ll make sure it happens.
Consider me the Medici of the modem age, though hopefully with fewer daggers and more disk drives.
Edward
As planned, I was heading to Cap Ferret for the summer of 1988. This wasn’t just a vacation; it was a full-scale campaign. Napoleon had Austerlitz, I had seduction. And like any good general, I arrived early, in mid-June, to prepare the battlefield: spruce up the house, trim the yard, and fix all the little things the realtor’s caretaker had ignored. Judging from the weeds, he’d been doing most of his caretaking at the café.
For transport, I left the flashy red Porsche in Andorra. Too “Bond villain on holiday.” Instead, I picked up a Peugeot MI16 X4, which in the 80s was basically France’s idea of a muscle car. I even pried off the flashy letters on the back, so instead of shouting “MI16, 4x4, look at me, I’m quick!” it just whispered “boring family sedan.” Perfect camouflage. To the casual eye, I was a man in a Peugeot 405. Only I knew it was the Clark Kent of French cars - glasses on the outside, superhero under the hood.
But the real dilemma wasn’t horsepower. It was heart power. How do you woo a woman you’ve already been married to for thirty-five years, when she hasn’t the faintest clue? I knew all her quirks: the way she pushed her hair behind her ear when thinking, how she needed to read to fall asleep at night, her soft spot for foie gras. Yet, if I played those cards too quickly, it’d look creepy. I had to make her fall in love again through the long game, the slow burn.
Eric Fromm says falling in love isn’t a feeling, it’s an act over time, it’s an art. That meant patience. No shortcuts, no “I already know you’ll say yes.” I needed to relearn her, as she was now: a bright twenty-year-old woman, not the wife and mother I remembered. My prep for the summer wasn’t just cleaning a house, it was cleaning my own slate.
My opening gambit? A boat trip. I’d rent a vessel with a young skipper, then casually invite Victoria and her cousins for a ride, a picnic, and a swim across from the Dune de Pyla on the Banc d’Arguin. The cousins would make it safe, less date-like. But if all went well, by sundown I’d lean in and ask her to dinner. A classic subtle strategy.
Of course, in 1988, “communication” meant knocking on doors like a traveling salesman. No WhatsApp, no email, no quick ping. Just me, a doorbell, and a prayer. So off I went to her family villa, rehearsing something suave.
The door opened. “Hello Florence,” I blurted, “is Victoria here in Cap Ferret yet?”
Mistake. Her eyebrows shot up. I wasn’t supposed to know her name. Right, I hadn’t actually “met” her yet in this timeline. I scrambled: “Oh, uh… I met the whole family a few years ago, and your name stuck. Memorable, you know?” My delivery was about as smooth as gravel.
Florence gave me a wry, skeptical look, the kind you’d give a man who claims he remembers your dog’s name from one random barbecue. But she informed me that Victoria was due in a couple of days, and would I like to leave a message?
“Yes,” I said, trying to sound casual. “Tell her I’m a friend she met in Paris.” True enough. “Here’s my number.” Which wasn’t actually mine; it was the number to a French secretarial service. In those pre-mobile days, I paid them to take calls and beep me on a little pager if something important came in. High-tech for 1988. Spy-chic for Cap Ferret.
And with that, I left the invite with Florence: a day on a boat, and Victoria’s cousins were welcome too.
Walking away from the villa, my hands were sweaty. My heart was hammering. It was absurd. I was a man in his seventies inside, and yet I was as nervous as a kid calling his first crush. Maybe that was a good sign.
Now, all I had to do was wait for the call.
The call came. Victoria’s voice was cautious, polite, and just warm enough to let me breathe again.
“Yes, a boat ride sounds… nice. Florence said you’re renting one?”
“Yes,” I said, trying not to sound like I was reading from a script. “We’ll have a skipper, so you and your cousins have no need to worry about me capsizing the thing. I’ll provide plenty of drinks if you all can bring the picnic. Just bring your swimsuit… and your smile.”
Silence. Then a quick laugh. “We’ll see about that.”
Game on.
The day dawned bright, the bay like glass. The skipper, a bronzed twenty-year-old who looked like he’d been born with a rope in his hand, stood at the dock in bare feet and shorts, cigarette dangling from his mouth. The boat was a traditional pinasse - long, slim, flat-bottomed, all polished wood and varnish, the sort of thing that once hauled oysters and now hauled rich Parisians.
I told the skipper we’d sail over and pick up my guests directly at their slipway. As we pulled up to the cale de halage, the cousins came down the steps, surprised to see the crooner-tennis-coach they’d last crossed paths with in Paris. My eyes, however, were fixed elsewhere.
There she was. Victoria.
Blue sundress, floppy straw hat, oversized sunglasses. Simple, yet she looked like she’d just stepped off a postcard titled Parisienne at Leisure. I had to remind myself to breathe.
“Ready?” I asked, as casually as a man who’d spent two days practicing casual.
She nodded, though her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. Ruth’s shadow was still there - unspoken, but present.
Once aboard, the skipper guided us smoothly out toward the Banc d’Arguin, a sandbank rising from the sea like a mirage. Everyone was chattering, unpacking snacks, snapping photos with disposable Kodaks that would later produce grainy, overexposed masterpieces.
I tried to play it cool, passing out bottles of beer and Orangina like a French summer camp counselor. The cousins teased me about my accent in French; I shot back by mocking their English. Victoria smirked behind her sunglasses. Progress.
When the boat anchored, we dove in. The Atlantic was bracing in July, like swimming in champagne without the bubbles. Victoria shrieked as the cold hit her, then laughed. I couldn’t look away.
Back on board, towels wrapped, I finally took my shot. “So, Victoria,” I said, handing her a peach, “how’s Paris treating you? Studying hard, I hope?”
She gave me a look over the rim of her sunglasses. “Paris is fine. Studies are fine. But I hear you’re… still very close with Ruth.”
There it was. A torpedo across my bow.
I nearly choked on my beer. “Close? No, no, we’re just friends. Old family friends. Ruth has… not explained this to you yet? We had a talk about this already.”
Victoria tilted her head, considering. For a moment I thought she’d dismiss me entirely. Then, to my surprise, she laughed - a short, sharp laugh that told me she wasn’t entirely convinced, but not entirely dismissive either.
The cousins broke the tension by cranking up a battered boom box. Suddenly Joe le Taxi by Vanessa Paradis filled the air. The skipper started dancing on deck, cigarette still glued to his lip, and everyone cheered.
I leaned toward Victoria, lowering my voice so only she could hear. “Next time, maybe just the two of us. No cousins. No skippers. Just dinner?”
She didn’t answer right away. She peeled her peach carefully, juice dripping down her wrist, then said softly, “We’ll see.”
And that was more than enough to keep me floating long after we docked.
This was no ordinary boy-meets-girl courtship. The stakes were higher than some fumbling summer romance. If I failed here, if I didn’t marry Victoria, then what would become of my four children? Would they simply never exist? Would the world spin on without them, those four lives snuffed out before they even began? It wasn’t just thirty-five years of marriage on the line, it was the very existence of my family.
I found myself circling back to an old suspicion of mine - pre-existence. The idea that maybe souls are already there, waiting, before we stumble onto the stage of life. Origen, that wild second- and third-century church father, toyed with this idea. He suspected that every soul was created by God before conception, that we didn’t just pop into being at the first spark in the womb, but had already been known. He cited Paul’s words in Romans: “For the children being not yet born, neither having done any good or evil, that the purpose of God according to election might stand…” To Origen, this suggested Jacob and Esau had already made their choices, not in this life but before it.
Of course, the church eventually slammed the door on this. By the Second Council of Constantinople in AD 553, the verdict was clear: if you dared to assert the “fabulous pre-existence of souls,” you were to be anathema. Origen was retroactively accused of heresy, though modern scholars argue he may have been more careful than his later fans. Others, such as Maximus the Confessor, Bulgakov, and David Bentley Hart, echoed the idea in subtler ways, speaking of an atemporal fall, events outside of time that ripple into history.
Me? I didn’t have the luxury of dogmatic debates. For me, the question was personal. When Jeremiah writes, “Before I formed thee in the belly, I knew thee,” I couldn’t help but read it literally. God knew Jeremiah, sanctified him, even before his cells divided. If that was true, then surely my children existed too, waiting. Waiting for me to succeed in this crazy mission.
And so here I was: in the body of a young man, with the mind of a man in his late seventies who had already lived a life, carrying the pressure of generations. My romance with Victoria wasn’t just about love anymore. It was about destiny. About children who hadn’t yet been born but who, in some mysterious way, already were.
The church might call it fabulous heresy, but when the stakes are your four children, you don’t care about councils or anathemas. You just care about getting the girl.
In my first life, Victoria and I were married in July 1990, after I proposed in September 1989. So my plan in the summer of 1988 was simple: woo her into being my steady girlfriend without messing with the timeline. No whirlwind fling, no huffy-puffy teenage drama. Just cool, steady romance.
These were the thoughts swirling in my head as I picked up the phone: trying to channel Cary Grant if Cary Grant happened to be a young man with the soul of an eighty-year-old hedge fund manager.
I dialed the villa.
“Hello? May I speak to Victoria, please? This is Edward, you know, the guy from the pinasse.”
A pause. Then one of the younger cousins, barely hiding a giggle:
“Ohhh, the guy from the pinasse! Hold on, she’s probably in the kitchen peeling carrots. Don’t hang up.”
I waited, drumming my fingers like a condemned man awaiting the governor’s phone call. Finally, her voice: low, calm, with that half-amused lilt I remembered all too well.
“Well, well. So you do know how to use a telephone. I was beginning to think you only communicated through your secretarial service.”
I laughed nervously. “Yes, but my semaphore flags are in the wash, so I had to improvise.”
She chuckled.
“I was wondering… how would you like to put down your books for an evening and let me take you to dinner this week?”
“Oh? So that’s your strategy. Distract me from my required summer reading with candle lights. Very sneaky.”
“Guilty as charged. But it’ll be worth it. Chez Hortense. Terrace, view across the bay, the dune glowing in the sunset. And their seafood is the stuff of legend.”
She let the silence hang just long enough for me to sweat. Then, softly:
“When were you thinking of going?”
“How about tomorrow? I’ll pick you up at eight. I’ll even wear shoes, if that helps.”
Another pause. Then a sigh - playful, but with just enough weight to make me lean forward against the receiver.
“Alright. Eight o’clock. I’ll be ready.”
Click.
I held the receiver in my hand, grinning like an idiot.
The next evening, I pulled up to the villa in my Peugeot 405 - my unassuming muscle car, the wolf disguised as a tax accountant. The cousins peered out from the balcony, whispering and pointing, clearly amused that Victoria was going on a date with “the guy from the pinasse.”
And then she appeared. Blue dress, hair tied back with a simple ribbon, earrings that caught the light like tiny secrets. I opened the door, and she slid into the passenger seat with the kind of grace that made me check the rearview mirror twice - once for traffic, once to reassure myself she was really there.
Chez Hortense sat at the tip of Cap Ferret, perched above the bay like an old wooden ship frozen in dry dock. The terrace was crowded with wicker chairs, sunburned tourists, and the faint aroma of garlic and saffron drifting through the sea air.
We were seated at a little table overlooking the water, the Dune de Pyla glowing gold in the evening sun like a giant sleeping camel. I handed her the menu with a flourish.
“House specialty?” I asked. “mussels in a sausage meat sauce. They’ve been making it since Napoleon was just a corporal.”
She smirked. “And you know this because…?”
“Because I read it on the back of the menu last time I was here.”
She laughed, covering her mouth with the wine list. Progress.
I took the wine list from her and picked out a white Bordeaux, a Malartic. She froze, surprised. “That’s my uncle’s vineyard. How could you possibly know?”
I smiled. “Fate has a sense of humor or maybe your family name is on the label?”
The waiter arrived with the wine, oysters, langoustines, and enough garlic bread to keep the peninsula vampire-free all summer. I lifted an oyster from the tray, hesitated, then gave her a look.
“What’s the trick? Lemon first?”
“Easy,” she said, demonstrating. “Tilt, slurp, look delighted.”
I followed her example, then wrinkled my nose. “Delicious… and delighted.”
“Don’t worry,” I said. “The mussels in a sausage meat sauce will be even better. Nobody’s ever been disappointed by Hortense mussels.”
When the steaming pot arrived, the waiter ladled servings into bowls with the solemnity of a priest handing out communion. The aroma rose around us like incense.
“This,” I said, “is basically the French version of chicken soup. Only instead of healing colds, it heals… heartbreak.”
She tilted her head, one eyebrow raised. “And whose heartbreak are you trying to heal?”
“Maybe mine,” I said softly.
She laughed, but there was color in her cheeks, and for once she didn’t look away.
As the sun melted behind the dune, painting the bay in pinks and purples, conversation slipped easily between us. We talked of books she loved, music I pretended to be cool enough to know, travels I claimed to want to take. I didn’t push. I didn’t press. I just let the rhythm of the evening carry us, like the tide tugging gently at the shore.
Finally, as we lingered over dessert of a shared tarte aux fraises that neither of us wanted to finish because finishing meant leaving, I raised my glass.
“To summer,” I said.
“To surprises,” she replied, clinking hers against mine.
And just like that, the night felt less like a plan, less like a strategy, and more like the start of something inevitable.
From that night on, the summer unfolded like a postcard written in perfect cursive. Bike rides to the ocean side, her hair flowing in the salt wind. Boat trips across the bay to Arcachon, where we pretended to be tourists even though she knew every corner and I knew every future real estate valuation. G&Ts on the deck of her family’s sprawling villa, where cousins came and went like extras in a never-ending soap opera. And long walks through the little fishing villages, capped off with a dozen oysters eaten right off the producer’s stall; briny, slippery proof that romance in France is flavored with lemon wedges.
Through it all, I kept one ace hidden: my house. Not because I wasn’t happy with it. I’d fixed it up quite nicely. But I didn’t want her to fall for the deck, the view from the bay windows, or the numerous bedrooms. I wanted her to fall for me. Or at least tolerate me long enough to fall in love. After all, I was trying to woo a woman, not stage an open house. Nobody wants to hear “I love you” and wonder if you meant the finished kitchen.
I also managed to squeeze in a few tennis tournaments, making it sometimes even to the quarter finals. Lots of hot shot players show up here in the summer to play. Competition was tough.
By mid-August, reality barged in. Victoria had to return to Paris to better prepare for her studies. We stood at the Arcachon train station, the air heavy with diesel, sea salt, and the faint despair of mid-summer goodbyes. Other young travelers were already piling onto the platform, fussing with luggage.
I tried to keep it light. “I’ll call, of course. Often. Not so often that your parents think I’m some obsessive stalker, but often enough to prove I know which way the phone receiver goes.”
She smiled that small, sideways smile that could topple empires. “You’d better. And you’d better come to Paris. I can’t study all day, you know.”
I helped her onto the train, the old SNCF carriages groaning as if they too didn’t want summer to end. She leaned out the window, scarf fluttering like we were filming a Truffaut movie. I touched her hand on the sill and said, “We’ll see more shows. Maybe even a rock concert. That would be a first for you.”
The whistle blew. The train lurched. Our hands slipped apart. She was gone, rolling north toward Paris and books, while I stood on the platform feeling a quarter my age and twice my years all at once.
Work to do, I reminded myself. Not a total lie. Back in Andorra, my clunky computer system was waiting, modem wheezing like an asthmatic accordion. Somewhere out there, Hal was figuring out how I could finance the cypherpunks. Love could wait awhile. Liberty could not.
FROM: hal@rand.org
TO: edward@andorra.and
SUBJECT: A lead you’ll like
Edward,
Good news on the digital money front. I’ve been in touch with someone you should know about — a sharp mind who’s as stubborn about privacy as he is brilliant at coding. His name’s Tim May. You may have heard the name from Intel, but these days he’s more interested in dismantling Big Brother than building microchips. He’s the one who just drafted a little thing he calls the Crypto Anarchist Manifesto. Let’s just say it’s not going to win him any dinner invitations from the NSA.
The thing is, he’s running on fumes. Living modestly, tinkering from his study in California, and making do with machines that were outdated even when Carter was president. If we want him to keep pushing his ideas — and believe me, he’s exactly the kind of person who’ll help us get closer to digital cash — he could use a proper upgrade.
He gave me a contact for a bank account (attached below). If you can wire him “a little something,” I’m sure it would go a long way. Call it an equipment grant. He’s not the type to ask for help, but I can tell he needs it.
Think of it as investing in infrastructure: you don’t just buy the road, you fund the guy who knows where to build it.
—Hal
FROM: edward@andorra.and
TO: hal@rand.org
SUBJECT: Re: A lead you’ll like
Hal,
Bingo. That’s the sort of news that makes all those midnight modem squeals worthwhile. Tim May, I believe I remember the name from Intel, but if he’s now writing manifestos that keep the spooks awake at night, he’s my kind of man.
You’re right, a man needs tools worthy of his brain. You don’t ask a violinist to play on a banjo, and you don’t ask a crypto-anarchist to change the world on a machine that freezes when you open a text file.
Consider it done. I’ll wire funds to the account you attached. Tell him it’s “for the cause” and if he asks which cause, just wink cryptically and say freedom doesn’t pay for itself.
No strings attached, no receipts needed. If he wants to spend it on a workstation, great. If he blows it all on coffee and spare parts from Radio Shack, fine too, as long as the ideas keep coming.
And Hal, don’t let him know my name. Better he imagines me as a benevolent phantom from the Pyrenees, lurking in the mountains with cattle and suspiciously fast modems. It’ll make for better bar stories down the line.
Keep me posted. And let’s hope this “equipment grant” buys us the next few bricks in the road toward digital money.
Edward
This was excellent news. Tim May wasn’t just another coder; he was a powder keg with a keyboard. A true crypto-anarchist, the kind of man who saw government not as an inconvenience but as an enemy combatant. He’d been an Intel scientist, knew his way around silicon, and more importantly, he knew how to string words together like dynamite. He didn’t just talk encryption, he wrapped it in prophecy and lit the fuse. His Crypto Anarchist Manifesto would eventually read like scripture for the movement, a declaration that math, not muskets, would guard our liberty.
I wired him a decent sum through my Swiss account, not so much that he’d get comfortable, but enough to keep him caffeinated and coding. Revolutionaries work best when they’re a little hungry but not starving.
Best of all, Hal hinted this would get me a quiet pass onto the soon-to-be-famous cypherpunk mailing list. A digital speakeasy where libertarian-minded geniuses swapped manifestos, code snippets, and wild-eyed predictions about governments collapsing under the weight of uncrackable math. In short, my kind of people.
Tim May’s reply:
FROM: tmay@applelink.intel.ret
TO: hal@rand.org
SUBJECT: Re: The mysterious benefactor
Hal,
Interesting development. Funds arrived - more than enough to replace my museum-piece PC with something that doesn’t gasp when I run PGP. I don’t care who sent it, but I suspect our “friend in the mountains” is either an eccentric multi-millionaire or a spook running a long con. Either way, I’ll take the hardware.
You know my view: governments rot from within, but we can help accelerate the process by making them technologically obsolete. Cryptography is the tool. With the right mix of anonymity, strong encryption, and digital cash, we’ll make taxation optional and surveillance impractical. That’s why I’m writing this Crypto Anarchist Manifesto draft - not for applause, but to scare the hell out of the control freaks.
Tell our benefactor (if you trust him) that he’s backing the right horse, but make sure he understands: this is about burning down the old order, not propping up the current one with shinier chains. If he’s squeamish, he should back out now.
Back to work. I’ll be in touch when the machine’s humming.
Tim
Paris, 2 September 1988
Cher Edward,
I wanted to write instead of calling. Letters feel more deliberate, don’t you think? Besides, my little sister keeps answering the phone and shouting “It’s your boyfriend from the boat!” before I can stop her.
Paris is as noisy and gray as ever, but I already miss the smell of salt and iodine on the breeze in Cap Ferret. I even miss your French accent when ordering oysters. (Don’t argue, it’s wonky, but charming.)
Classes start next week. I’ll be buried in books again, but I hope you keep your promise and come up to Paris soon. Take me to a play, or maybe even one of those rock concerts you teased about. I could use a little surprise now and then.
Until then, don’t get too lost in your mysterious “work.” Save some time for me.
A bientôt,
Victoria
I do believe my summer of woo had worked its magic. Victoria hadn’t run for the hills, she hadn’t thrown me over to Ruth, and she hadn’t dismissed me as “that weird American guy with too many opinions about shellfish.” All I had to do now was not blow it for roughly another year, while keeping the soufflé from collapsing until the fall of 1989, when I could pop the question and set my personal universe back on track.
The weeks rolled by in a blur of long-distance letters from Victoria, some thinly veiled as updates about her studies, others less subtly dripping with cautious curiosity about me. Meanwhile, my back-and-forth with Hal continued. His updates about the cypherpunk crowd were equal parts exciting and incomprehensible. To me, PGP and key-exchange protocols sounded less like a breakthrough in privacy and more like bad Scrabble racks. Still, I smiled, nodded, and poured money into the machine. If I couldn’t understand the math, at least I could pay for the pizza that fueled it.
By late summer, I decided it was time for another jaunt to Paris. Fortune smiled: I scored tickets to a concert featuring Bruce Springsteen, Sting, Peter Gabriel, Tracy Chapman, and Youssou N'Dour. A veritable Mount Rushmore of earnest rockers. It was going to be a night of leather jackets, protest ballads, and lyrics Victoria would pretend not to understand in English. Perfect.
Or so I thought.
On my way to catch the night train, I was waved over at the French border. Nothing unusual, except this time, the customs officer didn’t just glance at my passport and wave me through. Instead, I was politely (but firmly) escorted into a squat, concrete building that had all the charm of a Soviet bus station. They parked me in a windowless room with a flickering fluorescent light and a chair that felt designed by a sadist. And then they left me.
That’s how you know it’s serious. In a normal shakedown, they rifle through your luggage, maybe confiscate your salami. Here, they wanted me to marinate in my own imagination.
When the door finally opened, in came two men. Crew cuts. Dark suits. No badges, no names. They looked like they’d stepped right out of a Joe Mannix rerun and misplaced their laugh track.
And then it started. No good cop, bad cop. Just bad cop, bad cop.
“Who do you work for?”
“Where does the money come from?”
“How many passports are you carrying?”
“Have you ever traveled to the Soviet Union?”
“Do you know anyone at the KGB?”
“Why are you in Andorra?”
“Why are you really in Andorra?”
“Who’s your contact in Paris?”
“What is your business with a guy named Hal?”
They even slipped in the classics: “Where were you the night of October 19th?” and “Do you consider yourself loyal to the United States?”
I half expected them to ask if I’d ever been to Roswell or knew the true location of Jimmy Hoffa.
I tried my best Cary Grant impression: polite, faintly amused, but not so smug as to invite a fist to the jaw. The problem was, I couldn’t even figure out which alphabet soup agency these guys represented. CIA? DoD? IRS? The way they asked about money made me think Treasury, but their haircuts screamed Langley. Whoever they were, they were way out of their lane. Why were American agents interrogating me on the French border?
And that’s when it clicked. This wasn’t about legality. They had nothing on me. If they did, I’d be in handcuffs, not sitting in a folding chair under a buzzing bulb. This was about intimidation. They wanted me rattled, off-balance, paranoid. They wanted me to know they could reach me anywhere, even in a sleepy Pyrenean principality famous for duty-free booze and cheap cigarettes.
That’s the real danger: once you’re in their crosshairs, due process is a quaint suggestion. They didn’t need warrants, subpoenas, or judges. They had passports, charm offensives, and the quiet backing of bureaucracies that thrive in shadows. The mere fact that I was being grilled here, on foreign soil, told me everything: they didn’t want a paper trail. If I “tripped and fell” off the night train platform, no one would be the wiser.
I sat there, hands folded, and reminded myself: smile, stay vague, and never, ever volunteer. The game had changed.
They circled me for another twenty minutes, their voices flat, questions coming in sharp bursts like the rat-a-tat of typewriter keys. Every time I gave a bland answer, one of them would jot something down with exaggerated seriousness, as if my preference for Orangina over Coca-Cola was the missing piece of a grand conspiracy.
Finally, one of them leaned back, crossed his arms, and gave me the kind of stare usually reserved for small-time mobsters.
“You’re a very unusual young man, Edward,” he said.
“I get that a lot,” I replied, keeping my tone light. “Mostly from waiters when I order escargots with French fries.”
The other one didn’t crack a smile. He tapped his pen on the table like a metronome, then asked softly, “Do you know what happens to unusual young men who keep showing up in the wrong places at the right times?”
I shrugged. “They get book deals?”
The silence that followed was thick enough to spread on toast. Then, without another word, both men stood, tucked their notebooks into their jackets, and headed for the door. One of them paused on the threshold, looked back at me, and said:
“Enjoy Paris. We’ll be in touch.”
No handshake. No business card. Just that line: a phrase as comforting as “this won’t hurt a bit” right before a dentist fires up the drill.
The customs officer reappeared, suddenly all Gallic charm, as if I’d just completed a wine tasting rather than an interrogation. He stamped my passport with a cheerful thunk and handed it back with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.
“Bon voyage, monsieur.”
I walked out of that windowless room into the cool night air, every nerve buzzing. The train whistle sounded in the distance - my lifeline to Paris, Victoria, and some small semblance of normality. But as I boarded, I couldn’t shake the weight in my chest.
They hadn’t charged me, hadn’t detained me, hadn’t even accused me of anything specific. Which made it worse. They didn’t need to. Their message was simple: we see you.
I sat in my compartment as the train lurched forward, watching the lights of the border post recede into darkness. Around me, French families fussed with luggage, businessmen unfolded newspapers, and a student couple shared a sandwich like the world was perfectly ordinary.
But I knew better. I wasn’t just another passenger. I was on someone’s list now, filed under “problematic.” And from here on, every trip, every call, every move I made would be shadowed by invisible eyes.
I ordered a beer from the dining car, took a long sip, and forced a grin.
“Well,” I muttered under my breath, “at least they didn’t take my concert tickets.”
Somewhere in Paris, Springsteen was warming up with the E Street Band. Somewhere else, men in suits were sharpening pencils with my name on them. And me? I was stuck right in the middle; trying to court a girl, bankroll the future of money, and stay one step ahead of people who didn’t officially exist.
The game had changed, and I had just been reminded: they weren’t going to stop watching.
I rolled into Paris at dawn, bleary-eyed from the train and still replaying the interrogation in my head like a bad cassette tape that wouldn’t rewind properly. Gare d’Austerlitz was yawning awake: porters shouting, pigeons scattering, the smell of stale coffee mixing with Gauloises smoke.
I ducked into a café across the street, ordered a grand crème and a croissant, and unfolded a copy of the Diari d’Andorra I’d picked up from a kiosk at the station. It was the habit of an exile: start the day by checking whether home still exists.
There, halfway down page three, a headline leapt out at me:
TWO AMERICANS DEAD IN CRASH NEAR PAS DE LA CASA
The report was brief, matter-of-fact, but the words cut deeper than the hot coffee I nearly spilled.
Two unidentified Americans, estimated age forty, had lost control of their vehicle on the winding road between the French border post and Pas de la Casa. Their car, a rented Citroën CX, had plunged into a ravine. Both men were killed instantly.
An eyewitness - a truck driver hauling livestock, told police he thought he saw another car “nudging” them just before the crash. But, the article noted dryly, this account was “unconfirmed.”
I froze, croissant halfway to my mouth.
Forty-year-old Americans. Driving from the very same border where I had been detained. The same two guys? It couldn’t be coincidence.
My pulse thumped in my temples. Who the hell would want them dead? And more importantly, who had done it?
If it was the French, why cover for me after letting them interrogate me in their own border station? If it was the Americans themselves, why kill their own operatives? Or was this some third player in the game, cleaning up loose ends I didn’t even know existed?
I stared at the photograph of the wreckage: a twisted hunk of steel at the bottom of a gorge, smoke still curling up from the debris. No names released. No explanations given. Just a headline and a few carefully chosen words.
The waiter came by, saw me white as the milk foam in my cup, and asked, “Ça va, monsieur?”
I nodded stiffly, folding the paper as if hiding it would make the story vanish. But inside, my mind raced.
Whoever had orchestrated that crash wasn’t doing it for justice. It was a warning. A message written in bent metal and burning fuel.
And if those two men had been watching me?
Then the next target in the crosshairs might be me.
Needless to say, the news of those two Americans dying in a car crash was still buzzing around my head. No question in my mind who they were. But I shoved it to the back of my brain. I had more pressing matters. Namely: a date. Priorities, right? Governments may topple, shadowy agents may fall off cliffs, but if you miss your chance to woo the love of your life, that’s the real tragedy.
I checked into the Hôtel Napoléon, conveniently owned by a friend of Victoria’s family. Pure coincidence, of course… or the sort of wink-wink coincidence I liked to plant, just to keep the universe (and Victoria) wondering if maybe we were destined.
Despite the fact that my net worth now required more digits than the early HP calculators could handle, I forced myself to keep things low-key. I didn’t want her to suddenly wonder why her supposed up-and-coming financier boyfriend was blowing through Paris like Gatsby on a trust fund. No, I had to act like the scrappy young guy she first fell for, not the man who could accidentally buy a bank.
So I avoided the grand temples of haute cuisine. No La Tour d’Argent with its centuries-old duck press, no Taillevent with its bow-tied waiters gliding like swans, no Alain Ducasse whispering about the terroir of a turnip. Instead, I steered us toward quirky bistros with mismatched chairs, moody lighting, and waiters who looked like they’d been awake since 1968. The kind of places that made twenty-one-year-olds feel hip, not out of place.
At the end of our night out, I had the taxi take her straight home. She looked at me sideways when we pulled up at her door. Maybe she thought I’d invite her back to the Napoleon for a “digestif” and a view of the Arc de Triomphe. But no. I was playing the long game. It was about planting seeds, not rushing the harvest. Besides, nothing says “husband material” like restraint. A cad would have taken her upstairs. A future family man tipped the driver and said bonne nuit.
Another evening, I brought her to Cactus Charly’s, my old haunt. Within minutes, half the bar descended on our table, wide-eyed, whispering, “Wait, Edward has a girl?” I could practically see the thought bubbles: So he’s not secretly dating Jacques the drummer? After years of me showing up solo, the regulars were beginning to wonder if I was more into cabernet than coquettes.
After enough nudging (and a few tequila shots), I was coaxed up to the mic. Elvis, a little Bowie, a touch of Elton. Victoria’s eyes went wide. She clearly had no idea she was dating the crooner of Cactus Charly’s. When I slid back to the table, I rushed to reassure her. “All just for fun,” I said, waving it off. “I’m not career-minded about it. Just fooling around.” She laughed, but I could tell she was filing the information away.
And then, the crown jewel of the week: the Amnesty International concert at Bercy Arena. Springsteen, Sting, and Peter Gabriel, the lineup was like someone had raided my future Spotify playlist. The crowd was electric, thousands of lighters flickering like stars, couples swaying to “Don’t Give Up” and “Fast Car.” Bruce tore through “Born to Run” as if the whole Cold War depended on it, Sting brooded through “They Dance Alone,” and Peter Gabriel stalked the stage like a prophet in leather. I stole glances at Victoria, her face lit by stage lights, her eyes reflecting every note.
At the end of the night, I did what I’d done all week: I took her straight home. No hotel detours, no late-night invitations. Because I wanted her to know this wasn’t about fun and games. This wasn’t about oysters or guitars or front-row tickets. It was about her. Just her.
As the taxi drove off, I felt a warm satisfaction settle in. Half of my mission in this life was firmly on track. I just needed to hold steady until September, when the next chapter, proposal included, would take shape.
The next morning, I decided enough was enough. I couldn’t just sit around in Andorra waiting to be driven off a cliff by persons unknown, especially since cliff real estate was plentiful in my neighborhood. No, it was time to take action. So I booked myself on a discreet flight to California. If I was being spied on, tagged, or prepped for “removal,” then I needed to talk to someone who knew a thing or two about secrecy. And who better than Hal Finney?
Hal wasn’t just another coder with a love of obscure command lines. He was a full-on cryptographic activist. This was the guy who ran not one but two anonymous remailers; tools that let you fire off emails without anyone being able to trace them back to you. He’d hosted contests to break the so-called “export-grade encryption” that Netscape used (translation: the digital equivalent of locking your front door with a shoelace). He was in the thick of the cypherpunk world, helping develop privacy tech before anyone else realized we were going to need it. Basically, if digital privacy was a medieval castle, Hal was the mason laying down the stones, and occasionally launching flaming rocks at governments for good measure.
I hadn’t exactly told him I was coming. So I just showed up at his workplace, feeling half like a pilgrim arriving at Canterbury and half like a fugitive hoping to dodge Interpol.
“Edward!” Hal exclaimed, not missing a beat. “What brings you across the pond? Trouble?”
“Is it that obvious?” I muttered, glancing over my shoulder like a guilty man in a Hitchcock film.
He ushered me in, clearly amused. And why not? I’d already been bankrolling some of his colleagues. In fact, he took the opportunity to introduce me to a few more brilliant-but-broke cryptographers. I shook their hands warmly, then mentally scribbled another few line items into my ever-expanding budget.
Here’s the irony: there I was, a man amassing obscene fortunes thanks to the very financial system they were plotting to dismantle… and I was happily funding their efforts to dismantle it. It felt like hiring someone to dig a tunnel under your own bank vault and then tipping them for working overtime.
“Listen,” Hal said, lowering his voice, “if you’re worried about interception, we can set up something better than your French university backdoor. I’ll configure you a proper PGP keypair, walk you through signatures, the whole nine yards. That way, if anyone’s listening in, all they’ll get is a wall of gibberish they’ll need a supercomputer and two decades to crack.”
The man was calm, reassuring. Exactly what you wanted in someone holding your cryptographic lifeline. Still, I knew every minute I lingered was a risk for both of us. My presence in California was like waving a red flag in front of whatever agency had sent the late Tweedledee and Tweedledum to interrogate me at the French border.
So after thanking him profusely, and quietly slipping a few more wires of Swiss francs into new cypherpunk pockets, I made my excuses. Better to return to my perch in the Pyrenees, where the goats were nosy but not lethal.
On the flight home, I mulled over the absurdity: me, hiding from the deep state by funding anarchists with encryption tools they hadn’t even fully invented yet. It was either madness or genius. With my luck, probably both.
Back in my “safe haven” in Andorra, if you could call a tiny mountain country crawling with suspicious “tourists” safe, I was feeling better. Not bulletproof, but at least digitally armored. Hal had set me up with the latest in underground wizardry: Pretty Good Privacy. PGP, as the cool kids called it. To me, it felt like black magic written in C.
Installing it in Andorra wasn’t straightforward. My IBM clone wheezed like a chain-smoker every time I tried to compile code, so I enlisted a local wiz kid: a fifteen-year-old Catalan boy who’d been using Minitel. He had braces, smelled vaguely of goat cheese, and typed faster than I could blink. “Señor Edward,” he said, grinning, “now even the CIA won’t know if you are ordering stocks or ordering pizza.”
Hal had walked me through it back in California: generating my public/private key pair, making sure I understood the difference between encrypting and signing, even warning me not to store the passphrase on a sticky note. Naturally, I carved mine into the back of a drawer with a Swiss Army knife, because paranoia requires artistry. Now my messages to Zurich or Geneva were no longer naked telegrams screaming “SPY ON ME.” Instead, they were long blocks of gibberish that looked like Salvador Dalí had sneezed into the alphabet.
I felt much safer placing trades and orders with my guys in Switzerland. For the moment, I was sitting pretty. And I knew something huge was coming: the Wall was about to come down.
How to profit from Berlin crumbling into dust? Easy. First, you load up on West German construction firms such as Hochtief, Bilfinger, anything that knew how to pour cement. Then you buy the West German banks that would soon swallow their pathetic Eastern cousins for pennies: Deutsche Bank, Commerzbank. And don’t forget the beer companies. When socialism collapses, the first thing people want is freedom. The second thing they want is lager.
In my first time around, I’d made silly amounts of money just recommending stocks to European institutions and raking in commissions: eighths, quarters, three-quarters per share. Placing 100,000 shares of something dull like Siemens could net me and the firm $25K in commissions, which felt like robbery in broad daylight but with better suits. That all dried up once ETFs replaced individual stock picking, but here in my second run I had no clients, no boss, no regulators. Just the crystal ball in my head and a modem that screamed every time it connected.
This time, the only calls I made were to my own broker. No more high-pressure cold calls, no more golden-boy sales pitches. Now I was just shooting fish in a barrel, provided those fish swam according to a timeline I already knew by heart.
Of course, I had to be careful. The 1987 mess had taught me that even with a perfect crystal ball, a spineless trader like Shapiro’s Harry could ruin everything. I still threw Shapiro the occasional bone - a tip here, a nudge there. I owed him for kickstarting me at age eleven, but I also had to make sure he understood we were both on somebody’s dangerous list now.
And I couldn’t forget: the 1990s weren’t going to be quiet. Oh no. The Japanese Nikkei bubble was about to pop like a soap bubble in a typhoon. Microsoft was about to turn nerds into billionaires. The dot-com era was revving its engines in some California garage. And in the background, my cypherpunk allies were quietly chiseling away at the foundations of money itself.
History was accelerating and for once, I wasn’t just along for the ride. I had my hands on the wheel.
The morning headlines screamed what I’d been waiting for: “EAST GERMANS POUR INTO WEST BERLIN.” I put down my croissant, wiped butter off my fingers, and practically sprinted to my encrypted terminal.
Hal’s PGP setup blinked its little green prompt at me like a secret-keeper. Time to make history pay.
I dialed into Zurich, the modem doing its thing. Once the line steadied, my Swiss broker answered in his usual glacier-cool tone:
“Guten Morgen, Mein Herr.”
I smiled. “Morning. Let’s get to work. Buy Hochtief, all you can grab. Then Bilfinger. Deutsche Bank, Commerzbank, Allianz. Oh and don’t forget Warsteiner Brewery. East Germans are going to drink themselves silly, and I intend to be their silent partner.”
A pause. “ Mein Herr, that is a rather… unusual basket.”
“Unusual? My friend, it’s destiny. Think about it. You’ve got a wall coming down, half a country with nothing but rusty Trabants and bad plumbing suddenly entering the free market. They’re going to need roads, houses, banks, and beer. In that order.”
He chuckled, which in Swiss terms meant he was practically rolling on the floor. “And how much capital shall we allocate?”
I leaned back in my chair, staring out at the snowy Pyrenees. “Let’s go big.”
Another pause. Then: “Sehr gut.”
I could almost hear him scribbling orders, the sound of profit already echoing across the Alps.
For fun, I threw in one last order. “And pick up a few shares of Grundig. The East Germans are going to want televisions. Half of them have spent twenty years craning their necks at antennas just to watch Western commercials. Now they’ll want the real thing in stereo.”
Click. Orders placed.
I logged out, modem shrieking once more, and leaned back with a sigh. Somewhere in Berlin, a man was tearing down a piece of wall with a hammer. Somewhere in Zurich, my fortune was expanding like fresh strudel in an oven.
History was being written in bricks and cement dust and I was signing my name at the bottom line in Deutsche marks.
Some time later, in Andorra, I was sitting at my breakfast table on which the Financial Times lay sprawled open, salmon-colored and smug.
Front page headline: “German Reunification Boom Sends Stocks Soaring.”
I skimmed the article with the satisfaction of a man rereading a love letter he wrote to himself. Hochtief? Up 400%. Bilfinger? A tidy triple. Deutsche Bank? Marching upward like it had just swallowed East Berlin’s entire savings account. And Warsteiner? Let’s just say the East Germans hadn’t wasted a second making up for lost time. Beer sales were foaming over like it was Oktoberfest.
I sipped my coffee, grinning. “See? Bricks, banks, and beer. Always in that order.”
Then my computer pinged a message from Zurich. I called them back and got my broker’s voice, cooler than Alpine snow, but just a shade too cheerful to hide his glee.
“Dear sir, your portfolio has outperformed every index on the continent. Congratulations.”
“Outperformed?” I chuckled. “No, my friend, I am the index. Everyone else is just trying to keep up.”
I could hear papers shuffling on his end. “Warsteiner shares have quintupled. Perhaps you’d like to take profits?”
“Take profits?” I nearly choked on my toast. “Are you kidding? The East Germans are just getting started. They haven’t even discovered disco yet. We’ll talk profits soon enough.”
We wrapped up the call, and I leaned back, FT still open, sun spilling across the Pyrenean peaks outside my window. There it was in black and white: history turning, fortunes shifting, and me sitting pretty at the crossroads with a fork in one hand and a crystal ball in the other.
For a moment, I almost felt guilty. Almost. Then I buttered another croissant.
So much for my investment adventures, I was getting ahead of myself. 1989 wasn’t just about tearing down walls in Berlin; it was about constructing something even more delicate: my family life. One revolution at a time.
I made regular pilgrimages to Paris to fall further in love with Victoria, always keeping one wary eye on the “heavenly timeline.” No rushing the script, I had to make sure our romance developed just as it had the first time around. Honestly, it was probably better that I didn’t visit too often. Whenever I did, Victoria was perfectly happy to skip her lectures, and while I was flattered, I couldn’t very well be responsible for tanking her grades. “It’s not you, it’s Rousseau,” I’d joke. But secretly, I knew I had her right where I wanted her.
As summer of ’89 approached, I decided the time had come to unveil one of my ace cards: my house at Cap Ferret. The sprawling bayside palace I had bought years earlier, with the foresight of Noah building an ark. Six bedrooms for the future family, plus an attic with enough space for an army of bunk beds for cousins and grand-kids.
I casually suggested Victoria might want to invite a few friends down for the summer. Her eyes narrowed suspiciously.
“What house are you even talking about?”
I froze. Oh, right. I’d never actually told her about it. So, like any smooth operator caught in a fib, I backpedaled furiously. “Well… you know how I usually stay at hotels when I come down? Years ago I picked up this… investment property. Nothing special, just a little place on the bay.”
A “little place” being a villa large enough to qualify as its own block.
Needless to say, she fell head over heels for the house. No surprise there. The only criticism? It looked like a bachelor pad furnished by the ghost of Hemingway. Bare walls, heavy wood furniture, and the faint smell of cigars I hadn’t even smoked yet. Victoria’s verdict: “It needs a feminine touch.”
So between boating, tennis, and beach picnics, we spent our days raiding the boutiques. The French equivalents of Laura Ashley: Madame de Château, Fragonard Maison, or the Maison du Monde of the time, where the salesladies eyed me like I was a suspicious foreigner. I gamely carried shopping bags while muttering that a man cannot dictate French social norms. Let’s face it: in France, the man is simply a porter with a credit card.
The house quickly became a revolving door of friends from Paris, arriving by train to Arcachon and then hopping on pinasse boats across the bay. Victoria slid effortlessly into the role of hostess, transforming overnight from “guest” to “lady of the house.” No trial run, no hesitation. She ran the kitchen, the guest lists, and me - all with a smile. I’d been worried about the American-owns-a-French-house dynamic, but she made it clear: this was her stage now, and I was just lucky enough to sit in the front row.
The summer was a smashing success. For a few blissful weeks I almost forgot about cypherpunks, cryptography, and saving the world’s monetary system. Almost. But D-Day was on the horizon: the day I’d propose.
I prepared carefully. The ring was ordered at Arthus Bertrand on rue Bonaparte, custom-designed to match the one she’d already worn for thirty-five years. This time, I wasn’t fumbling through their jewelry counter like a clueless twenty-something. I was a man with a cheat sheet from the future.
I booked the restaurant under the pretense of celebrating her birthday. The whole evening I played it cool, sipping wine, savoring each course. The first time around I’d been a nervous wreck, barely able to taste the food for fear of dropping the ring into the crème brûlée. But this time? Smooth as silk. I waited until dessert, slipped the ring from my pocket, and asked the question I already knew the answer to.
She said yes. Of course she did. We set the date for summer 1990, and the rest of the evening was spent sketching wedding plans over champagne. What I knew was waiting for me, however, was an endless procession of dîners de fiançailles - engagement dinners with her extended family. Each one would feature yet another uncle, aunt, or cousin I would have to charm. And after that, a pilgrimage to New Jersey to face my side of the family circus.
It was a lovely evening, capped the next morning by breakfast in the room at the Hotel Napoléon - croissants, café au lait, and the dawning realization that one of my two great missions in life was right on schedule.
Heading into the 1990s felt like being a kid in a candy store. Technology was sprouting like mushrooms after rain, and the companies the talking heads dismissed as “garage tinkering” were exactly the ones I wanted to own. My shopping list for the next decade was obvious to me and delightfully obscure to everyone else:
Networking & the backbone of the Internet: Cisco routers and switches, Juniper later on providing the hardware companies that would quietly get paid every time a new server blinked online.
Semiconductors & processors: Intel already mattered, but newer plays like ARM-licenced designs and specialty chipmakers and later, NVIDIA when graphics compute became obvious, would become goldmines.
Software and middleware: Oracle databases, Sun Microsystems’ servers, Java later, Adobe’s desktop publishing → creative economy.
Early web & services: Netscape in the mid-90s was a doorway; Amazon appeared later as a ridiculous-sounding bookshop that would become an industrial force.
Telecommunications & wireless: Qualcomm (CDMA), Ericsson infrastructure plays, the quiet companies enabling mobile.
Biotech and tools: Amgen-type innovators and the niche instrument makers that big pharma would have to buy.
Security & encryption specialists: the little firms producing authentication, public-key infrastructure, and VPN-type tech that would become essential the instant commerce moved online.
These weren’t glamorous “dot-com” lottery tickets, they were the plumbing, screws and microchips of the next economy. Buy the pipes, own the waterworks.
But for every good trade, there were rakes to step on, poised to trip you up. The world I’d reentered was run by people who loved leverage more than logic. They had entire toolkits for keeping control: propaganda, strategic leaks, intimidation, regulatory strangulation, targeted sanctions, and in darker moments, “accidents” and assassinations. If statists can’t intimidate an enemy with words, they’ll try fines, then arrests, then anonymity in a shallow grave. It’s a continuum of pressure; you only escape it if you have options and distance.
Two ideas have always steadied me and they bear repeating here.
One is the libertarian-austere observation: voluntary coordination - people cooperating by consent and competition can provide many of the same social goods as institutions, but without the coercive monopoly of the state. The distinction isn’t absence of order; it’s the way order is achieved. In markets you coordinate by consent. In states you coordinate by fiat and force. That’s not chaos, it’s a different constitution of civil order.
The other is the Austrian economic salvo: inflation isn’t simply “prices going up”; inflation is the artificial expansion of the money supply itself. It’s a stealth tax disguised as prosperity. Blaming businessmen for higher prices is ass-backwards. “The thief crying ‘catch the thief,’ ” as I liked to say to anyone who’d listen at the local bar. If you take the printing press away from the powerful, you’ve taken away their favorite weapon.
Which is why my plan was twofold: buy up the plumbing of the new economy, and bankroll the people building an alternate monetary layer that governments couldn’t easily unhook. Hold the chips, fund the code, wait for the cypherpunks to hack the double-spend, then be ready to back the winner. Who would notice a quiet patron in Andorra wiring grants to an anonymous remailer fund?
Of course they noticed. That’s the rub.
One night I was reminded exactly why shadows are sometimes the only safe place to live.
I’d been in Barcelona for meetings and drove back late to my chalet in Andorra in my 911. The road winds up into the mountains, a ribbon of tarmac that looks innocent in daylight and treacherous at night. A few miles out, a van pulled up behind me. The headlights were too bright, too close. At the next hairpin the van flashed its high beams and jockeyed for position. A textbook attempt to herd me into the guardrail. My stomach did a familiar flip: this was no random tail.
I slowed. The van kept up, then cut the corner too wide and nearly kissed the guardrail. I could see two faces in the windshield - bored, professional.
At the next turn the van tried the old shove: a sudden nudge to my rear bumper. My car shuddered. The van’s driver leaned out and yelled something incomprehensible. I pulled to the gravel shoulder, opened the door, and the man marched up, imposing, close enough to smell his aftershave.
“You’re making people nervous,” he said in a strange accent, voice soft as velvet. “Money answers questions that diplomacy cannot. Who’s pulling your strings?”
I smiled the wrong kind of smile, the one I’d perfected at breakfast tables and boardrooms, and said nothing useful. He nudged my ribs with his knuckle like a man testing meat for doneness. “You’ll get a warning,” he said. “A friendly suggestion: stop poking the hornet’s nest.”
They left as quickly as they’d arrived. The van melted into the dark. I sat there a long time with the engine idling, the mountains all around, and the absurd awareness that I had to be quietly clever and quietly ruthless in equal measure. The risk wasn’t just that they could take my money. They could take my life, my liberty, my chance at family. And they could make it look like an accident.
So the rule became simple: invest boldly, live quietly, fund the right geniuses, and always, always, keep moving forward while you’re still breathing. The cypherpunks were the cavalry. My capital was the reinforcements. Their code would be the munition that could, in this century, remove the state’s hand from the printing press. That was the plan. That was the danger. And that was the only sensible thing to do.
I love Christmas on the slopes - a guaranteed White Christmas so long as the snow machines are working overtime. This year, though, I had the dutiful notion of spending our first Christmas together with my family back in New Jersey. I promised Victoria it would be a short trip: family, one big dinner, several embarrassments, then I’d be back on skis by New Year’s. Simple, neat, efficient, if only real life worked that way.
Driving her around my old town felt oddly ceremonial. I pointed out my high school like a tour guide showing off a museum of adolescent follies. We stopped for a drink with a couple of old pals in town and then into the city to see a few friends. They were delighted to meet my French fiance and a little puzzled at my insistence on translating their NY accents.
Family dinner in America deserves anthropology credit. It’s a ritual with its own choreography: the brother who always carves like he did all the cooking, the uncle who insists on political lectures, the aunt who treats green Jell-O like a sacrament. Portions are American in the strictest sense of the word - quantities that could feed a platoon and the pace is relentless. Victoria, bless her, took it all in like a veteran: sampled five kinds of starchy side-dishes, smiled at three separate renditions of “A Christmas Story,” and pronounced the stuffing “the best she’d ever had.”
Then there’s American football on TV. My brothers treat the holiday schedule like church: gather, kneel, watch, and argue about a pass interference call for three hours straight, then go back for more pie. I hadn’t realized how much I missed the ritualized macho weeping of the sports national pastime. Victoria cheered when everyone cheered and politely disagreed during the commercials. I explained the rules (a bit), the plays (less), and why men in parka coats wear shoulder pads inside.
What put the edge in the festivities, though, was being on what sometimes felt like “enemy soil.” I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. A steady little parade of unmarked black Crown Vics would roll by now and then. Once or twice they lingered to take photos. Is it paranoia if they really are watching you?
The house filled with cousins and brothers who were all taller than me now and louder as well. Victoria didn’t bat an eye. She moved through the crowd like a seasoned islander among the boisterous mainlanders. I’d worried she might be overwhelmed by the chaos; she seemed to think it an authentic American experience and declared herself enchanted by the sheer volume of food.
We returned to Newark Airport with suitcases brimming with engagement gifts and the sort of domestic souvenirs that come with family holidays: a casserole dish and a platter. As we boarded the plane back to Paris I tried to convince myself I would feel safer. I didn’t. But then, when have I ever really trusted the idea of safety? I settled into my seat, thumbed through an onboard magazine, and pretended the Crown Vics were just very civic-minded holiday photographers. If nothing else, I thought, the flight would give me time to rehearse my next conversation with the people who might want me “to disappear.”
I was pretty sure the PTB (Powers That Be), those shadowy gents with three-letter acronyms and wrinkle-free suits, were still watching me thanks to Shapiro’s blabbermouth trader back in ’87. Word travels fast when someone whispers about a “kid in Europe who calls trades as if he can see the future.”
Meanwhile, my friends the cypherpunks were, at this stage, barely a loose collection of eccentrics. Sure, Tim May had already circulated his infamous Crypto Anarchist Manifesto, scribbled at a hot-tub party no less, and David Chaum was busy in Amsterdam trying to convince bankers that DigiCash wasn’t some kind of electronic Monopoly money.
The big innovation floating around was the “remailer.” For the uninitiated, a remailer is basically an electronic laundromat: you throw in your email at one end, it gets bounced around like socks in a dryer, and what comes out the other end has no trace of where it originally came from. The NSA hated it, which was proof enough it was a good idea.
Phil Zimmermann was tinkering with Pretty Good Privacy (PGP), soon to become the Volkswagen Beetle of cryptography - cheap, everywhere, and hated by the authorities. Washington would soon declare that encryption was literally a “munition,” as if a floppy disk was the equivalent of a cruise missile. Thus began the “Crypto Wars”: government versus civilians, privacy versus surveillance, liberty versus “for your safety.”
I’d been dropping hints to Hal to tell Tim to hurry up and get his cypherpunk mailing list online. I was impatient. I couldn’t wait for the day the name Satoshi Nakamoto would first appear in my inbox. But since that was still years away, I began drip-feeding Hal and Tim my own anarcho-capitalist nudges.
There were some tweaks I felt Satoshi’s eventual white paper could use:
Keep the blocks small. Decentralization only survives if future nodes can run on ordinary PCs, not some industrial server farm. Otherwise it all ends up back in the hands of the elites.
Not every transaction needs to be on the main chain. Let the main chain handle settlement; the coffee money can ride on second-layer systems like Lightning.
De-emphasize “peer-to-peer” for daily use. Peer-to-peer is great in theory, but in practice, the main chain should be for final settlement. Leave beer money to the layers above.
A fixed number of coins? The number selected should be seen as arbitrary but fixed. What matters is the halving schedule and predictable scarcity.
Proof-of-work is king. Stress it. Worship it. Without it, the whole thing collapses.
Bitcoin is money, not a flea market. If we let it clog with spam, digital cats, and pixelated tulips, the signal gets buried under the noise. Keep it pristine.
These were dangerous thoughts to be voicing in 1990, but I couldn’t resist dropping breadcrumbs into my correspondence with Hal.
FROM: Edward@andorra.net
TO: hal@rand.org
SUBJECT: Thoughts on Future Digital Money
Hal,
Been mulling over the whole “digital cash” concept and thought I’d toss you a few ideas.
	If this system is ever to survive, decentralization must be baked in. That means small blocks, so even some kid with a beige PC in his bedroom can run a node. If only banks can afford the hardware, we’re back to square one. 
	Not every transaction needs to live forever on the main chain. Let people buy their coffee and concert tickets on second-layer systems; keep the main chain as a kind of high-value settlement layer. 
	“Peer to peer” is fine marketing, but in practice, the core needs to remain lean. Otherwise, it turns into peer-to-peer spam. 
	What matters is the halving schedule. Scarcity, not numerology, is the real magic. 
	Proof-of-work must be non-negotiable. It’s the heartbeat of the system. 
	And lastly - it has to be money. Real money. Not some flea market for pixelated doodles. 


Curious what you think. Don’t worry, I won’t start carving these into stone tablets just yet.
Edward
FROM: hal@rand.org
TO: Edward@andorra.net
SUBJECT: Re: Thoughts on Future Digital Money
Edward,
You never disappoint. Half the time I think you’re joking, the other half I worry you’re from the future.
On your points:
	Small blocks make sense for decentralization, though I can already hear Tim grumbling about “efficiency.” 
	Second layers? Clever. Almost like a payment channel network. Might work if someone can code it without making the whole thing collapse like a house of cards. 
	Peer-to-peer… true, it’s romantic. “Two guys in a garage can trade freely” has better marketing appeal than “two guys in a garage wait hours for settlement.” 
	Proof-of-work is elegant. Wasteful, sure, but nature wastes a lot of energy too. 
	And money, not doodles? Agreed. Though knowing humans, someone will try to trade digital doodles. Probably cats. Don’t ask me why. 


Keep the ideas coming. If nothing else, you make me think harder.
Hal
I decided to makes things easier so I sent the following funding form to Hal.

Cypherpunk Underground Funding Request Form 
(Version 0.1 — “Beta, like everything else we build”)
Applicant Handle / Nickname:
(Please, no real names. We don’t want to end up testifying before Congress with “Timothy the Anarchist” as Exhibit A.)
Project Title:
(Keep it short, please. “Anonymous Global Decentralized Censorship-Resistant Universal Transaction Freedom Platform” will not fit on the line.)
One-Sentence Pitch:
(Explain it like you’re writing graffiti on a bathroom wall. What does this thing do?)
Requested Equipment / Resources:
	Hardware: _____________________ 
	Software licenses / tools: _____________________ 
	Bandwidth / hosting: _____________________ 
	Coffee beans (optional but strongly encouraged): _____________________ 


Estimated Cost (USD):
(We know you’re bad at math, but please try. “A lot” is not a number.)
Timeline / Milestones:
(Rough sketch. Doesn’t have to be precise, this isn’t NASA. Just enough so we know you’re not going to spend six months debugging Pong.)
Privacy / Security Notes:
(How does this project stick it to Big Brother? Or at least mildly inconvenience him?)
Signature (digital or sarcastic remark):
***
For Hal’s Eyes Only
– Check one:
[ ] Looks promising, fund it.
[ ] Interesting but too crazy, maybe later.
[ ] Total nonsense, but hilarious, give them beer money.
Request #1 – Tim May (Mr. Manifesto)
Applicant Handle / Nickname:
“CryptoCurmudgeon”
Project Title:
Encrypted Mailing List 1.0
One-Sentence Pitch:
A digital campfire where anarchists, libertarians, and assorted weirdos can shout about freedom while the NSA grinds its teeth.
Requested Equipment / Resources:
	Sun SPARCstation (because real men don’t code on beige boxes) 
	Laser printer (so the manifesto looks properly intimidating) 
	Two barrels of coffee beans 


Estimated Cost (USD):
$7,200
Timeline / Milestones:
	Month 1: Setup listserv without crashing university servers. 
	Month 2: Publish Crypto Anarchist Manifesto in Comic Sans just to annoy future historians. 
	Month 3: Attract attention of at least one senator. 


Privacy / Security Notes:
Everything routed through remailers so even I won’t know who’s flaming me.
Signature (digital or sarcastic remark):
“Signed, your friendly neighborhood anarchist.”
***
Request #2 – Young Hacker
Applicant Handle / Nickname:
“BitKid88”
Project Title:
Anonymous Remailer v0.1
One-Sentence Pitch:
Send emails without your mom, your boss, or the Pentagon knowing who you are.
Requested Equipment / Resources:
	386 PC with 4MB RAM (don’t laugh, it’s cutting edge) 
	2400 baud modem upgrade (I want my emails to arrive this century) 
	Budget for electricity bills (Mom says I’m “ruining the toaster” with all the power spikes) 


Estimated Cost (USD):
$2,100
Timeline / Milestones:
	Month 1: Write code that doesn’t melt the CPU. 
	Month 2: Test with fake love letters to see if they stay anonymous. 
	Month 3: Annoy at least one government agency. 


Privacy / Security Notes:
Remailers break the link between sender and recipient. You can confess your crush, leak documents, or buy pizza and no one knows it’s you.
Signature (digital or sarcastic remark):
“Catch me if you can.”
***
Request #3 – The Jokester
Applicant Handle / Nickname:
“0xBeerMoney”
Project Title:
CryptoPong
One-Sentence Pitch:
A version of Pong where every paddle movement is encrypted. (Why? Because screw you, that’s why.)
Requested Equipment / Resources:
	Case of Mountain Dew 
	3 crates of ramen 
	$50 


Estimated Cost (USD):
$200
Timeline / Milestones:
	Month 1: Pong but encrypted. 
	Month 2: Pong but anonymous. 
	Month 3: Pong but probably broken. 


Privacy / Security Notes:
None. This is just me seeing if you’ll actually pay for ramen.
Signature (digital or sarcastic remark):
“Will work for noodles.”
TO: hal@rand.org
FROM: edward@andorra.net
SUBJECT: Re: Funding Requests
Hal,
I’ve reviewed the… let’s call them “grant applications.”
	CryptoCurmudgeon (Tim May) – Sun SPARCstation and coffee barrels. Approved. Consider the workstation an early Christmas gift, but please tell him to resist Comic Sans. If he insists, I’m pulling funding until he uses Helvetica like a civilized anarchist. 
	BitKid88 – The modem upgrade. Approved. No one should be condemned to 1200 baud, not even enemies of the state. He gets his 2400 baud modem, provided he promises not to use it exclusively for late-night pizza orders. 
	0xBeerMoney – The Pong experiment. Partial approval. He’ll get his ramen, but only two crates. Consider it a dietary intervention. The Mountain Dew is denied on humanitarian grounds. 


Please relay the funds discreetly through the same channels as before. Tell them the money comes from “an admirer of freedom with a decent taste in wine.”
Keep me posted on progress, particularly if anyone manages to build something more useful than CryptoPong. If they don’t, at least we’ll have encrypted ramen recipes.
Regards,
Edward
Spring 1990 went flying by in a blur of lace, paperwork, and existential déjà vu. Although this was technically my “second” first wedding, I had completely forgotten how many maddening little details pile up before a Catholic ceremony in France. Medical certificates (AIDS tests now required, nothing says “romance” like a blood draw), the obligatory pre-Cana wedding prep with a priest asking if we’d considered how many children we wanted (answer: yes, four, I’ve met them), catering tastings, musicians, tent rentals, tuxedo fittings (summer weight, lest I melt in July), invitations, seating charts, floral arrangements, champagne orders, rings resized, cars for the family caravan, even the nightmare of registering gift lists at Galeries Lafayette. It was less wedding planning, more project management with divine oversight.
Despite the chaos, I took it all with monk-like patience, because the cosmic stakes couldn’t have been higher: this wasn’t just a wedding, this was the hinge of destiny. My family, past and future, depended on it. Even on July 3rd, when the town hall rang to announce that my birth certificate must be rubber-stamped by the American consulate in Bordeaux before the 5th, I didn’t blink. Of course, July 4th was a national holiday, meaning the consulate would be closed. So I leapt into my Peugeot, defied every traffic law between Cap Ferret and Bordeaux, and slid into the consulate just as the shutters were clanging down. The clerk stamped the document with all the urgency of a man squashing a fly. Mission accomplished, destiny preserved.
The wedding itself was glorious chaos. A true Franco-American summit. My brothers and sister towered over the French guests like imported redwoods; the caterers kept steering them to the beer keg, certain that was all Americans could stomach. “Vin rouge? Mais non, give them Budweiser!” To their credit, my siblings gamely bypassed the keg and dove headlong into Bordeaux’s best vintages, making fast friends with half of Victoria’s cousins in the process.
The day went by like a dream. The moon rose over the bay, silver light glimmering off the water while my friends from Cactus Charly’s played until dawn. One cousin’s heel broke mid-can-can, sending her into the cake. My best man tried to toast in French, congratulating us not on “mariage heureux” but on our “mariage hernieux” (a happy hernia). Typical French wedding pandemonium, made perfect by the champagne.
By the end of it all, I felt the strange calm of a man who had done everything humanly possible to set the stage. Now, if my belief in pre-existence was right, it was over to the divine. Would the children of my first life reappear? We’d see in a few months. By April next year, if all went to plan, my eldest would arrive right on schedule.
The next week, Victoria and I roared off on our honeymoon in my trusty Peugeot, heading for the Périgord. Several weeks of Relais & Châteaux splendor: medieval castles turned into five-star hotels, four-poster beds, fireplaces you could roast an ox in. We only traveled thirty kilometers a day, hopping from one jewel box to the next. The food was sublime, though by day seven I was convinced the Périgord had a two-item menu: foie gras to start, duck to follow. Duck with truffles, duck with chestnuts, duck with duck. Even the wine pairings began to blur together. I thanked my lucky stars that my liver was forty five years younger than my soul.
I tried not to think about the outside world, but of course I knew what was coming. Somewhere between foie gras number fourteen and duck number twenty-three, Saddam Hussein was about to invade Kuwait. And I, ever the boy scout with a Bloomberg terminal in my head, had already set up my trades before even walking down the aisle. Short airlines, long oil futures, sprinkle in some defense stocks for garnish. I’d left my Swiss brokers with strict instructions, wrapped in the kind of cryptic orders that would make even James Bond’s handler sweat. Honeymoons are always expensive; mine just happened to be funded by a Middle Eastern geopolitical crisis.
I may have been on honeymoon, but my portfolio was at war.
Two weeks in the Périgord, living like royalty on foie gras and duck in every conceivable permutation. Victoria thought I was smiling because of the romance, the rolling vineyards, the candlelit Relais & Châteaux evenings. And yes, that was part of it. But the real reason for the grin was simple: Saddam Hussein had just paid for the wine list.
You see, while other newlyweds were opening joint checking accounts, I had been quietly shorting airlines and going long oil futures from my chalet in Andorra. The first time I heard the news - Kuwait invaded, I nearly kissed the waiter instead of my bride. Oil had leapt from twenty-one dollars a barrel to nearly forty in weeks. Every uptick meant another magnum of Bordeaux.
Airlines were collapsing. Poor American Airlines: I’d shorted two hundred thousand shares. Every time jet fuel prices spiked, my positions fattened like the geese in the Dordogne.
Defense stocks were soaring. McDonnell Douglas, Raytheon, General Dynamics, it was like Cupid had traded in his arrows for Tomahawk missiles. While Saddam flexed tanks, I flexed profits. Nothing says romance like whispering sweet nothings across a candlelit table while quietly thinking, “Raytheon just bought us dessert.”
And gold? Ah, yes, my old flame. From $355 to $415 an ounce in three months. I held enough contracts to gild the entire Château de Beynac. The locals thought my glow came from love. Really, it was bullion. Cupid with a bullion arrow.
The whole thing was absurd, of course. A honeymoon paid for by a dictator’s blunder, with profits rolling into my Swiss accounts faster than the waiters could roll out duck in yet another sauce. Victoria never suspected. She thought I was unusually serene for a groom, calmly letting the meals unfold, savoring each course. Truth was, I wasn’t calm at all. I was euphoric, counting dollar signs with every meal.
By the end of it, I figured Saddam had personally bought me about twenty-eight million dollars’ worth of foie gras, fine wines, and marital bliss.
Now that’s what I call a honeymoon registry.
As Victoria busied herself turning my Andorran bachelor bunker into something resembling a civilized home, I waited like a man possessed for the faint double-blue line of destiny. Forget stock charts or bond yields, this was the only line that mattered.
She went at my chalet with missionary zeal. In La Vella she raided fabric shops, furniture stores, and little boutiques with names I couldn’t pronounce. Rugs were unrolled, furniture swapped, knick-knacks appeared in corners I didn’t know existed - suddenly the place looked less like a man cave and more like a love nest curated by Elle Décor. By the time she was done, even the goats outside were nodding their approval.
And then it came: two little blue lines. Cloud nine. Mission one was firmly on track.
Victoria, perhaps buoyed by the news or simply by mountain air, announced she wasn’t going back to school in the fall. Instead, she dove into Catalan lessons and polished her English. Conveniently, most of my acquaintances in Andorra spoke only English; mostly Brits running the “International Club” with its raffles, hikes, and cultural teas. The French, by contrast, stayed invisible. Ever since de Gaulle had forced Monaco’s French residents to keep paying Paris, French expats in Andorra kept their heads low, enjoying the tax haven in silence. They didn’t host knitting circles.
Andorra was a paradox: cigarettes, booze, and petrol were dirt cheap, but everyone was too busy skiing or cycling to smoke, drink, or drive. You only felt the pinch when you crossed the border and prices shot back to “real world” levels.
Life was grand. My wife was back, my oldest child (fingers crossed) on the way, and the chalet finally boasted curtains that matched. Victoria, though, remained mystified by my career. “How can you make a living without working for anyone?” she asked. I dodged, as usual. No way she’d believe the true size of my pactole.
Instead, I eased her into my second mission: explaining what money really is. My computer setup looked like mission control for Apollo 11, so before I even whispered the word “cypherpunks,” I had to build the foundation.
“It’s not the paper, not the coins,” I told her one evening. “It’s the story everyone agrees to tell each other. The problem is when governments seize control of that story, they twist it to their advantage. They print more of it, and suddenly the story means less. Your savings vanish, your plans dissolve.”
“Look,” I began, “the thing about paper money is that it’s basically a promise scribbled on thin air. It has no value of its own. It only works because everyone agrees to play along. But when governments take control of it, they can change the rules whenever it suits them. They print more of it, and suddenly the money in your pocket buys less. One day it’s strong, the next day it’s weak. It’s like living in a casino where the house keeps changing the odds.”
She raised an eyebrow. I pressed on.
“And because the value swings around so easily, everyone starts scheming: speculators trying to game it, politicians trying to rig it, bankers trying to skim off the top. It corrupts the whole system. Instead of rewarding hard work or saving, it rewards cleverness at manipulating the money game. The morals of the country, if you ask me, rot right alongside the currency.”
Victoria tilted her head, lips curling into a sly smile. “So you’re telling me money is like a fairy tale we all agree to believe in… except the government keeps rewriting the ending?”
“Exactly,” I said. “And they make us pay for the privilege of hearing the bedtime story.”
She laughed, shaking her head. “And here I thought I was just redecorating a chalet. Turns out I married a philosopher who wants to slay the Big Bad Wolf of fiat.”
For once, I didn’t correct her.
She leaned back against the freshly upholstered armchair, which, I noted, hadn’t existed in my bachelor pad two weeks ago, and tapped her chin.
“So,” she said, “if money is just paper with no real value… then why not replace it with something useful? Like… curtains.” She waved a hand at the newly hung floral drapes. “Every house needs curtains. Durable, practical, and apparently worth an entire Saturday of my life at the shop in La Vella. I say curtains should be currency.”
I tried not to laugh. “Curtains?”
“Think about it,” she went on, warming to her argument. “You save in curtains, you invest in curtains, you even display them for social status. What’s more, they actually do something. Try keeping warm with a stack of French francs on the window.”
“True,” I admitted. “But imagine paying for groceries: ‘That’ll be one kilo of apples and… three lace valances.’ The checkout line would take forever.”
She smirked. “Fine. Then pillows.” She plucked a cushion from the couch and hugged it. “Soft, colorful, and much harder for governments to inflate. Unless they start stuffing them with cheaper feathers.”
I couldn’t resist. “Ah, but then we’d need a central Pillow Bank to regulate stuffing standards. You’d be back where we started: politicians controlling how fluffy your savings really are.”
She laughed, tossing the cushion at me. “Then maybe the answer isn’t curtains or pillows. Maybe it’s finding something they can’t tamper with. Something that holds value no matter what the wolves in government do.”
I caught the cushion, staring at her with mock awe. “Careful, my dear. You’re starting to sound like a cypherpunk.”
She rolled her eyes. “No, I’m just a girl who knows curtains are worth more than francs.”
And just like that, she’d managed to poke fun at my economic sermon while proving she was already on my wavelength. If she could grasp the heart of my argument using curtains and pillows, maybe, just maybe, she’d be ready for hash functions and digital scarcity someday.
Things were deceptively calm heading into 1991. Calm on the surface, anyway. In the background, the first shots of the so-called Crypto Wars were about to be fired. Phil Zimmermann, a wiry programmer with more guts than sense, was preparing to release Pretty Good Privacy (PGP 1.0) into the wild. It was essentially a way for ordinary citizens to encrypt their email so tightly that even the NSA would have to work up a sweat. The U.S. government, never one to miss an opportunity for irony, classified cryptography as a munition. Yes, according to Washington, a floppy disk full of math equations was as dangerous as a Stinger missile. Zimmermann’s “crime”? Letting ordinary people protect their own privacy. Soon he’d be under investigation for “illegal arms export”; proof, if ever needed, that governments panic when citizens start thinking for themselves.
Meanwhile, I was still skiing my brains out. Victoria, in her condition, spent most of the time nesting in the chalet or meeting me halfway with a hot chocolate at the slope cafés. We had in-laws streaming in and out like it was Grand Central Station, and I had to keep biting my tongue every time someone looked at me sideways and whispered, “How on earth does he remember everything about us?” I couldn’t help myself. I’d greet her cousin with, “So how’s that dodgy gallbladder treating you?” or casually ask her uncle whether he was still considering that new Range Rover. One aunt swore I was psychic, another muttered that I’d probably hired a private investigator. I just smiled and played the part of “the attentive young man.” If only they knew.
The birth date was already “scheduled” in my mind: same week, same outcome. The doctor confirmed it was a boy, which should’ve made me relax, but instead I wound up a nervous wreck. I knew exactly what he would look like, how much he would weigh, even his first cry. Which meant I had plenty of room to panic if anything deviated by so much as an ounce. To everyone else I looked like your garden-variety anxious young dad, pacing the waiting room and fiddling with coffee cups. Inside, I was an 80-something time traveler with a cosmic checklist, sweating bullets.
We rented a serviced apart-hotel in Paris, complete with a little kitchenette, so Victoria could be near her family for the birth. I picked one near the hospital and the Luxembourg Gardens - the Résidence du Panthéon, discreet and comfortable, the sort of place where you could cook pasta one night and order room service the next.
And then it happened. Except - not quite when it was “supposed” to. He was late, then early, then stubbornly refusing to budge all afternoon. My nerves were shot. Victoria, bless her, was calm, collected, and in total command of the situation. Finally, five minutes after midnight, almost as if the kid had checked my mental notes and thought, “Fine, Dad, I’ll keep the schedule,” he arrived. Exact same weight, exact same length, exact same everything. I nearly wept with relief. Victoria had done all the heavy lifting - literally - but I insisted afterward that I was the one truly exhausted. The nurses rolled their eyes.
“One down, three to go,” I whispered to myself, like a lunatic tallying up a cosmic to-do list. If I could sit Origen down across from me, I’d have told him he should’ve risked excommunication and shouted his suspicions about pre-existence from the rooftops. “See, Origen? Proof in the pudding - or in the bassinette. Souls really do pre-exist. Now pass me a cigar.”
We lingered in Paris awhile, letting the in-laws parade through like pilgrims visiting a holy relic. Then a midwife wagged her finger at me: high-altitude Andorra was “not suitable for newborn lungs.” I argued, citing alpine air, sunshine, and the strengthening qualities of crisp mountain breezes. She stared me down until even I realized this was one of those battles husbands are supposed to lose. So off we went to Cap Ferret, the bay, and oysters. If I had to choose between giving up my ski slopes and keeping the peace at home, well… happy wife, healthy baby, and life was very good indeed.
We were rolling straight into what promised to be one of the most explosive decades of technological progress in human history. The Internet was crawling out of its academic cocoon, personal computers were on their way to becoming as common as toasters, and the phrase “dot.com” would soon make millionaires out of pizza-delivery kids and bankrupt plenty of “visionary” MBAs. The 1990s were going to be wild with Netscape, Amazon, AOL, and a hundred silly sock-puppet startups. Progress was inevitable.
But here’s the rub: with the benefit of future hindsight, I couldn’t simply bask in the excitement. I knew what was coming, not just the bubble, but the bigger theft lurking in plain sight - fiat money. Our great productivity gains, which should have enriched everyone, were siphoned away before they could ever reach the common man.
Here’s how it should work: If you can produce goods and services faster and cheaper, prices should fall. Wages should rise alongside productivity, so workers enjoy greater purchasing power. A factory worker ought to be able to buy more bread, better shoes, and maybe even a holiday in Spain, simply because society as a whole had gotten smarter and more efficient. It’s called a deflation dividend. Civilization should be upgraded like a free software patch through cheaper goods, better lives, and fewer hours in the salt mines.
But under fiat? Forget it. Instead of letting prices drop, the money-printers quietly confiscate the gains through inflation. They debase the currency, like medieval kings clipping coins, only now with spreadsheets and central banks instead of scissors. The benefits of progress don’t go to the workers who created them; they get funneled into the pockets of the government and their friends, the Cantillonaires, those who touch the freshly-printed money first. By the time it trickles down to the average Joe, it’s as stale as a baguette left out overnight.
History proves the point. Between 1870 and 1913, under the classical gold standard, the U.S. economy grew at an annual clip of 4.2%. Industrial production skyrocketed by 682%. Real wages rose by 60%. Inflation? Zero. Imagine that: sixty percent more money in your pocket, while prices stayed the same. That’s what honest money looks like. That’s what the fiat system robs from us, a century of stolen deflation dividends.
And here’s the really insidious part: the man in the street knows something’s wrong, but he can’t quite put his finger on it. He feels cheated, wages feel stagnant, prices keep climbing, so he marches, he strikes, he shouts. But he doesn’t realize the culprit is the so-called “money” itself, counterfeit in all but name. It’s like blaming the waiter for the bad food when it’s the chef poisoning the stew.
So yes, I was looking forward to the 1990s. The dot.com boom, the rise of the Internet, the unleashing of human creativity. But I also knew the real battle would be over money itself. My job, together with my cypherpunk allies, was to accelerate the one true solution: a sly, roundabout invention they could not censor, debase, or shut down. Something incorruptible, unstoppable, and, if I played my cards right, inevitable.
FROM: edward@andorra.net
TO: hal@rand.org
DATE: May 1991
SUBJECT: Deflation Dividend
Hal,
Here’s a thought I can’t shake. Progress should make life cheaper. Faster factories, smarter chips, global trade, all of this ought to lower prices, raise wages, and give everyone more purchasing power. Call it the deflation dividend.
But fiat money steals it. Instead of falling prices, we get inflation. Instead of higher wages buying more, they buy less. Productivity is skimmed off by the money-printers and their pals (the Cantillonaires). The average worker feels cheated, but he doesn’t know why. He blames his boss, or “greedy corporations,” or even the weather, but not the money itself.
History proves it: 1870–1913, under the gold standard, U.S. growth boomed, wages soared, inflation stayed flat at zero. Honest money let progress flow to the people. Fiat reverses this: it’s the thief crying “catch the thief.”
So if we’re serious about cryptography and digital freedom, it’s not just about email privacy. It’s about restoring the deflation dividend. The only way is incorruptible money. I think we’re building it, Hal.
Edward
FROM: hal@rand.org
TO: Edward@andorra.net
DATE: May 1991
SUBJECT: RE: Deflation Dividend
Edward,
Brilliant. Concise. And sharp enough to give a central banker indigestion.
I’ve thought about this in fragments before, but never laid out so clearly. You’re right — crypto tools can’t just shield communication. They must shield value. If productivity gains are stolen through fiat, then the real revolution is to make theft impossible. A system where the “dividend” flows back to the people, not the printers.
I’ll work your deflation dividend idea into my own thinking — it’s exactly the economic frame the technical crowd often overlooks. We focus on math and code, but your argument shows the why. And the why is everything.
Keep pushing these ideas. They’re fuel.
—Hal
My wealth was staggering at this point, the kind that could keep compounding for thirty years until even the Sultan of Brunei might have to ask me for a loan. But that wasn’t the goal. I wasn’t just padding out a wine cellar (though it was looking respectable). I was bankrolling an entirely new monetary system. That takes a certain discipline, or at least an iron stomach when you pass by Parisian townhouses with a “For Sale” sign and decide, “Nah, I’ll stay in Andorra where the neighbors are cattle herds and tax inspectors fear to tread.”
So no Paris pied-à-terre for me. I kept it simple: the beach house, the chalet, family, hotels when needed. Safety from prying eyes was worth more than parquet floors on Avenue Foch.
And I had more time on my hands than in my first life, when I’d been perpetually airborne across Europe. This time, I could do the 3 a.m. feedings (bottle duty makes a man humble) and haul the kiddo around in a backpack for long Andorran walks. Before we knew it, son number two was on the way right on schedule, like Swiss trains. I was oddly calm. Because now I knew it wasn’t just random DNA bingo. We were meant to be. Or as Chesterton once put it: “The most extraordinary thing in the world is an ordinary man and an ordinary woman and their ordinary children.”
Parenting gave me other observations too. For example: when I told my kids to stop making noise, they stopped. Done. Quiet restored. But other parents? They negotiated with their toddlers like they were at a Geneva peace summit.
“Please, darling, stop screaming.”
Screaming intensifies.
“Be nice, sweetheart.”
Screaming enters a new octave that startles pigeons three blocks away.
It was like a mass social experiment where parents confused authority with customer service. These poor souls were begging for their children’s love as if it weren’t already unconditional. Meanwhile, my own two-year-olds would look at their peers mid-tantrum with an expression that clearly said: “Loonies!”
I couldn’t help thinking: civilization collapses not with a bang but with a toddler screaming in aisle three while the parent offers a juice box as reparations.
Parenting fads were starting to creep in too, whole industries springing up to teach adults how to reason with two-year-olds. Bookstores had shelves sagging under titles something like “How to Negotiate With Your Preschooler” or “Your Child, Your CEO.” I half expected a manual called “Toddlers and the Art of War.”
Suddenly, it was all about “time-out chairs”, which, to me, looked like a comfy spot where kids could sit and brainstorm new ways to disassemble your stereo. Then came “gentle parenting,” which seemed to mean letting your kid use your spine as a trampoline while you softly whispered, “I understand your feelings.”
Meanwhile, I’d just raise an eyebrow, say “enough,” and voilà - silence. My kids weren’t perfect, of course, but they knew when the line had been crossed. The irony was delicious: I, the supposed anachronism with 35 years of prior parenting experience running in the background, had kids who responded like child monks compared to the chaos swirling in playgrounds and supermarkets.
It made me wonder if this was how Rome fell. Not to barbarians at the gates, but to toddlers on sugar highs while their parents stood there, desperately quoting Dr. Spock like incantations against the storm.
I went solo on the whole Kuwait liberation / Desert Storm affair; no Shapiro this time. I figured it was safer that way. One loose-lipped phone call from him and the Powers That Be would be sniffing around faster than you could say “Halliburton.” The last thing they wanted to see was someone else making money off their war profiteering.
Not that I was sitting idle. I shared plenty of “clean” trades with Shapiro: Cisco, Dell, and Oracle; the holy trinity of the coming digital revolution. For a little extra flair, I added Walmart and Home Depot, which were about to bulldoze the mom-and-pop shops of America into quaint nostalgia. And Disney? That was a no-brainer: The Lion King, Beauty and the Beast, Aladdin; it was like a money printer that sang show tunes.
The early Internet days were a golden buffet of enterprise software and semiconductors. I eventually grabbed Qualcomm, while still sitting heavy on Intel and Cisco. The only real problem was… I had too much capital. I’d see some quirky little company I knew would win, but it was too small to absorb the firehose of money I needed to put to work. That was a strange new curse: too much cash. Boo-hoo for me.
By 1992, the Cypherpunks mailing list was finally humming, thanks to Eric Hughes, John Gilmore, and Tim May. Hosted on toad.com, it was where the geekiest of geeks congregated to fight The Man with mathematics. Hughes set the tone with his Cypherpunks’ Manifesto: “Privacy is necessary for an open society in the electronic age.”
And guess who was quietly sitting there, posting away, cloaked in anonymity? Yours truly.
Time was still on my side. Satoshi wouldn’t appear until the late 2000s, but there was a whole decade of heavy lifting still to be done: remailers, PGP battles, anonymity networks, proof-of-work experiments. Their focus was privacy and freedom. My job, as I saw it, was to sneak in the real bombshell: fixing the money. No privacy without sound money. No freedom if the fiat printers kept roaring. These poor geniuses needed a crash course in the Austrian School.
From: moneyman@toad.com
Subject: Privacy is fine, but what about money?
Friends,
You’re doing important work: protecting communication, building anonymity, giving individuals back their privacy. But I’d like to nudge the conversation slightly.
Without sound money, privacy is a leaky boat. What good is a remailer if your wages and savings are being silently inflated away? Governments don’t need to censor if they can tax you invisibly through money printing.
Consider:
Real freedom requires decentralization of money.
Inflation isn’t simply rising prices; it is the increase in the supply of paper promises.
We need cryptography not only to hide our words, but to harden our transactions against manipulation.
I propose we start a side discussion: “crypto-money” a system where issuance is fixed, verification is distributed, and transactions resist censorship.
Regards,
moneyman
Reply from Tim May:
From: tcmay@netcom.com
Subject: Re: Privacy is fine, but what about money?
Interesting angle. You’re right, governments are parasites, and fiat money is their proboscis. If we could build a monetary system with no master switch, it would be the ultimate middle finger to nation-states.
But careful: “money” is a minefield. People will scream about taxes, fraud, terrorism. The word itself sets off alarms in D.C. faster than “nuclear.”
Still… I like the provocation. Keep it coming.
Reply from Eric Hughes:
From: hughes@math.berkeley.edu
Subject: Re: Privacy is fine, but what about money?
Moneyman,
You’re describing an extension of the manifesto: privacy of value exchange. Right now, money is identifiable (cash) or trackable (credit cards). Both are vulnerable to surveillance.
A crypto-money system would need:
Strong anonymity (unlinkable transactions).
Decentralized verification (no trusted party).
Scalability (usable by ordinary citizens, not just us).
We don’t have the tools yet — but maybe soon.
I was feeling unstoppable. The cypherpunks were finally drifting in the right direction, and on top of that my second son arrived right on schedule, like his older brother.
There he was, back in the world again, just as before. Another round of years and years of joy stretching out ahead. My mind kept flicking forward to our future team tennis matches, mornings skiing together, and summers spent diving into the Atlantic surf at Cap Ferret. It was like déjà vu with a second chance, and this time I wasn’t going to miss a single moment.
The sleepless nights didn’t even bother me. Heating bottles at 3 a.m. to precisely the right temperature became a kind of meditation. Wiping poopy diapers? A privilege. I was positively giddy at the thought of being spat up on again. And when the baby spiked a fever and I sat rocking him for hours, sweat sticking to both of us, I felt a kind of ridiculous happiness only an old man in a young man’s body could feel. There’s something profound about being grateful even for the worst bits like the crying fits, the sleepless dawns, the messes. They were proof that the mission was still on track.
Two down, two to go. All good.
It was 3:07 in the morning, the witching hour for newborns and insomniacs. The chalet was quiet, except for the increasingly urgent wails of a tiny dictator demanding his next ration.
I shuffled into the kitchen in my slippers, hair sticking out like Einstein’s after a lightning storm, bottle in one hand, pan of boiling water in the other. Victoria leaned against the doorway, eyes half-closed, arms folded, wearing the kind of expression that said: I love you, but I am deeply evaluating your competence right now.
“Temperature is everything,” I whispered, as if delivering a lecture to the United Nations. “Too hot, he burns. Too cold, he screams. We’re talking about precision calibration on par with a NASA launch.”
Victoria groaned. “Just shake a few drops on your wrist, Edward. It’s not rocket science.”
“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong,” I countered, squinting at the bottle like a jeweler inspecting a diamond. “This is cryptographic hygiene. You can’t just slop warm milk into a newborn. You need consistency, reproducibility, security protocols. What if the bottle gets compromised? What if there’s a leak in the system?”
She gave me a look that could curdle milk faster than the stove.
Meanwhile, the baby was working himself into a frenzy that suggested he was rehearsing for an opera. I tried a test drop on my wrist. Too hot. Back in the pan. Too cold. Back out. Repeat. Victoria rolled her eyes so hard I worried they might stay that way.
Finally, I got it just right. Warm, not hot. Secure, not vulnerable. Practically 256-bit AES encryption in bottle form. I triumphantly handed it over.
The baby latched instantly, sucking with the intensity of a Wall Street trader on a hot tip. Victoria sighed, slid into a chair, and closed her eyes.
“See?” I whispered, rocking the bottle smugly. “Perfect execution. Like running a flawless protocol.”
She cracked one eye open. “If you ever compare my baby to a protocol again, you’ll be sleeping on the balcony.”
I nodded solemnly. “Fair enough.”
But inside, I couldn’t help thinking: feeding a newborn really was like cryptography. Endless preparation, strict rules, unforgiving consequences for the smallest slip. Except here, instead of hackers, I had a red-faced, screaming adversary with the lung capacity of Pavarotti.
And as I finally sat down with the baby in my arms, Victoria drifting back to sleep, I thought: Maybe this is the real test. Not markets. Not cypherpunks. Just surviving 3 a.m. without compromising the system.
We decided early on to homeschool as long as possible. Neither of us was chained to a 9-to-5, so why not? We could bring the classroom with us wherever we went. Mornings would be lessons; afternoons “phys-ed”, which meant skiing, swimming, or tennis at the Anyós Sports Club. A better curriculum than most schools could dream up.
Language policy was strict and simple: I spoke only English, Victoria only French. No mixing, no shortcuts. When they turned to me, English came out; when they turned to her, French. Later they could tack on Spanish, Catalan, or Klingon for all I cared, but for now they’d be properly bilingual.
People always worried homeschoolers would turn into shy, unsociable hermits. In our case, the opposite happened. The kids spent their time with adults, watching, listening, copying. They learned manners and confidence not from toddlers screaming bloody murder in school, but from adults who behaved like actual human beings. Result? Our kids could hold their own in conversation at five better than most teenagers could at fifteen.
Back in the day, we had doubts about homeschooling. This time? None. I knew it worked. Strangely, other parents constantly praised our children’s behavior, then asked, “What’s your secret?” When we explained: firm authority in the early years so we could ease up later, they shook their heads. “Oh, we could never do that.” Or worse, “That’s nonsense.” Meanwhile, their kids were in the corner screaming for more candy like tiny despots. Proof staring them in the face, and they chose denial.
Life was good. And if the universe was keeping score, I had two wins already: the cypherpunks nudged in the right direction, and two of my four future children safely delivered back into existence. The scoreboard read: Me 2, Fate 0.
Yes, everything was going my way, and yet the creepy feeling of being watched never quite left me. There were always strange cars, the kind that sit too long at the wrong corner, and unmarked vans that liked to loiter under the same café awning where I read my paper. Phone calls clicked and cut out. At the coffee shop, I’d look up from my espresso and someone would slide through the door, glance about like a prop in a bad spy movie, then disappear down the street as if they were late for a rehearsal.
My bank manager in Andorra complained about the same thing. “Sir, I get these calls,” he said, pouring me a coffee in his private little office, “people asking questions about you. No names. No callback numbers. Just… interest.” He shrugged. “At first I told them this wasn’t even a bank. That got a laugh. Then they stopped calling for a few weeks.”
Still, misdirection only buys time. There were other signs aboard the small ship of my life: the wrench behind the boiler had been moved, the chess set’s white king seated oddly on the edge of the board. Objects nudged just enough to be noticed. Someone had rifled through drawers and put things back wrong, not to steal, but to remind me they could. In Andorra, of all places, where no one officially had jurisdiction, that lawlessness felt like a dare.
The message that hit home most clearly came one winter night on a narrow, snow-slick lane. My little 911 was once again brushed up against, pushing me a little toward a ditch. I kept the car upright by prayer and cold reflex. The van peeled away like someone who’d had enough theater for one evening. The point had been made.
If this was linked to the Crypto Wars, to my work seeding the cypherpunks, then the battle lines were now not just lines of code and supped-up servers but teeth and cold hands. I decided it was time to ask a friend the question out loud.
TO: hal@rand.org
FROM: Edward@andorra.net
SUBJECT: Are you seeing this too?
Hal,
Quick question and I need it straight: have you or anyone on the list been getting the same kind of attention I’m seeing over here: the vans, the clicks on lines, the odd phone calls to people who handle our money? Nothing traceable so far, just the steady pressure: bank questions, files “reviewed,” guys who look like tourists twice on the same street.
I’m not asking for tech advice, just a field report. If the harassment is spreading beyond the usual small-time idiots and into something more organized, I need to know so I can stop pretending my life is merely a sitcom and start acting like it’s a drama.
Hal, if you say “yes,” I’ll stop being charming and start being practical.
Edward
FROM: hal@rand.org
TO: edward@andorra.net
SUBJECT: Re: Are you seeing this too?
Edward —
Short answer: yes. Longer answer: yes, and worse than you think.
We’ve all had calls, probes, and the occasional “we’d like a word” from agencies that insist they’ve simply got paperwork for us to sign. John and I compared notes yesterday: anonymous mail, someone wandering into the 3am coffee shop to ask about Peter for no reason, and a spate of phishing-style messages that are clumsy but persistent. The remailer logs show increased traffic from a small cluster of IPs that behave like someone is trying to map who talks to whom. That could be curious interns — or it could be reconnaissance.
Don’t panic. Panic is expensive and noisy. But do be cautious. Rotate nothing, and don’t call me on unencrypted lines.
We’re seeing the same pattern across the list: harassment, legal nudges, and the occasional clumsy attempt to coerce someone into providing a contact. Nobody is immune — we’re just slightly notorious. It’s why anonymous remailers and PGP matter. If you can, route anything sensitive through me and use the new keypair I gave you last month. I can help set up a layer of indirection so you don’t have to shout across the wire.
One more thing — if someone gets aggressive in person, do not treat them as menaces you can out-wit with charm. They’re not trying to be charming. They’re trying to wash away the edges of your life so they can step in. That’s when you call people who can fling light on them — not knives.
I’ll ping you when I’ve had a chance to check logs and reroute a few of our more delicate comms. Yes, it’s paranoid.
—Hal
The Swiss bank smelled of lemon polish and nerves.
Not that I’d ever expected bankers to smell of anything else. They’re a professional species: collars crisp, voices moderated to “calm reservoir,” and eyes that can look through both you and your portfolio at once. The private office where I met the trustee had no windows, which banks call “secure”.
The trustee, Herr Vogel, was smaller in person than his letterhead implied. He rubbed his hands together like a man warming them over an investment. “Dear sir” he said, with the exact level of warmth required to be friendly without admitting to affection. “How may we help our esteemed client today?”
I slid into the leather chair opposite him and arranged my expression: disarming, a fraction melancholy, the look of a man who had grown bored of being wealthy. “I want theatre,” I said.
He blinked. “Pardon?”
“Theatrics,” I corrected. “We need to put on a show.”
He did not laugh. He was a banker; laughter would be the kind of risk you could not file under ‘low.’ “Ah. A diversionary policy?”
“Exactly.” I tapped the little slip of paper in my pocket as if it were a ticket stub. “I want a story that will occupy anybody who sends umbrella men and anonymous vans for a while. Something plausible, interesting, and dramatic enough.”
Herr Vogel folded his hands and leaned forward. “You are aware,” he said in that soft, precise tone, “that this bank does not participate in melodrama.”
“That’s why you’re perfect.” I fetched my performance voice - the one I use for telling children about medicine or for convincing customs officials. “Listen. If I call here and say one word - lavender - that means you’ll read the memo I prepared, and you’ll act as if you believe the entire story. Those bugging my phone will hear it, the tails will record it, and they’ll take it back to their headquarters in the hope there’s a smoking gun. There won’t be. It’ll be a beautifully staged dead end.”
He regarded me for a long time, the kind of look that inventories a man’s eccentricities against his accounts. “This is to mislead potential surveillance?”
“To mislead, to amuse, and to waste their time,” I said. “We’re not trying to commit crime. We’re planting breadcrumbs for a wild goose chase. You know, the old magician’s misdirection. While they’re counting my imaginary yachts, I’ll be moving the important things around quietly, legally, and with paperwork that would bore a committee to death.”
Herr Vogel pursed his lips. “And you want to pretend you’re moving your account to Panama?”
“Panama,” I said, with a grave nod. “Palm trees, sun, slightly fewer rules about deciding which day of the week is Thursday. Say it as if I’ve already booked the flights.”
He smiled then, the small smile of a man who knows when to be complicit in a lunatic’s creativity. “Very well. If you say ‘lavender,’ I shall arrange for the client-relationship manager to discuss your intended transfer. We will appear shocked, saddened, and terribly inconvenienced.”
I allowed myself a tiny inward chuckle. “Excellent. And after that” I fished a second scrap of paper from my pocket, “you’ll call the private banker and ask him to quote me on a hypothetical ‘closing’ for the accounts.”
Herr Vogel’s lips twitched with amusement now. “You plan a performance. I shall put it on.”
We both knew we weren’t really playing for laughs. The people who leaned on a banker’s desk at this hour were not always clients looking for a better mortgage. Still, the theatrical gambit had its charms: a little smoke, a little noise, a lot of attention redirected toward a decoy with a very convincing sun tan.
“Lavender,” I said out loud, so the word would sit in the room like a planted prop.
“Lavender,” he returned, as solemn as a priest.
I left the office lighter than I’d arrived. Walking back into the street, the winter air filled my lungs like a corrective. Out on the quay, a man with a camera pretended to look at a map while glancing at the bank’s entrance. Too obvious, I thought. Amateurish. I’d planned for amateurs; professionals would feel out of place in such broad daylight. My world, I decided, was full of both.
A few days later, back in Andorra, I called my Swiss trustee again. I left the phone on speaker and played the part like a radio drama. “Lavender” I said, and “Lavender” he responded. Then “I’m so tired of Switzerland,” I said in my best disgruntled gentleman tone. “The people are quite nice, but the bankers are too overly polite. I’m thinking of warmer breezes. Panama, perhaps.”
A rustle on the line, then Vogel’s voice - crisp, delighted, perfectly into character. “Panama would be quite the change, sir. We shall coordinate.”
I hung up and poured myself a glass of wine, feeling daft and delicious, the way an actor does after a good scene.
A week later, the noise eased. The vans still appeared from time to time, but they were slower, less confident. The callers kept dialing, but the questions grew repetitive and dull. If surveillance was a pack of hounds, I’d sent them chasing a clever scent of lavender through a field no one else knew. They were on the story, sure, but not the right story. Time to tidy, to test, to harden; time to make the life my family led a little more complicated for anyone who might want to take it away.
I called Vogel on a secure connection this time.
“Did you have the Panama memo delivered?” I asked.
“Of course,” he answered. “We wrote it like a novel. They loved the subplot about the yacht.”
“Good.” I paused. “Keep the lavender warm for another few months.
“Very good, sir,” he said. “And sir?”
“Yes.”
“Bring a note of thanks when next you stop by. The staff enjoys your, how shall I put it, creative interruptions.”
I laughed, more freely than I had in months. “I will. And Herr Vogel, if they come back for act two, we shall write them a tragedy.”
We hung up. I sat for a moment in the darkness of my chalet and thought about how absurdly theatrical the world had become. It was unnerving and delicious at the same time: an expense account of intrigue, with me as both director and audience. In the corner of the room the chess board gleamed, its white king still nudged to the edge. I set it right, moved a pawn forward by habit, and thought about plays yet to stage.
The trick, I realized, wasn’t to hide forever. It was to make the people who wanted me to disappear so confused about the storylines they were chasing that they stopped noticing the business I actually kept: the quiet, lawful wiring of funds to servers, the grants to hungry coders, the bank accounts with proper names and tax paperwork. If the hounds wanted riddles, they could have riddles. Meanwhile, I’d get on with the work of building something that might outlast all of their petty threats and antics.
When Victoria announced she was expecting our third child, I grinned like a man holding aces. “Ten francs says it’s a girl,” I told her, with all the bravado of someone secretly holding the answer sheet to the test.
She raised an eyebrow. “Ten francs? That’s all my daughter’s worth to you?”
“Fine,” I said. “Ten francs and a lifetime of fatherly devotion.”
Of course, the calendar told me everything I needed to know. The dates lined up exactly as they had before. So yes, I won the bet though Victoria reminded me, somewhat sharply, that wagering on divine mysteries was the kind of thing that could get a man smitten in the Old Testament.
In 1996, we were invited to a wedding in Paris. Not just any wedding but Ruth’s. Yes, Ruth, who once seemed to be hovering in my romantic orbit, had found herself a proper match: a young bespectacled accountant who looked like he could audit the Ten Commandments for loopholes.
Victoria and I brought our two boys along as they too were cordially invited. They were promptly kitted out in little jackets and ties, looking like miniature ambassadors. The entire synagogue buzzed with energy, and I quickly learned that when the daughter of a well-known Rabbi gets married, no detail is too small to be infused with symbolism, tradition, and a fair bit of music.
I took the chance to corner my old friend, Rabbi Cowen, in between handshakes.
“Rabbi,” I said, lowering my voice to conspiratorial levels, “tell me, do Jews believe in pre-existence? Where exactly are souls before they join a body?”
The Rabbi chuckled softly, tugging at his beard, as if I had asked him whether angels file tax returns.
“My friend,” he began, “the ancient Jews, working from the Torah, did not imagine a Platonic warehouse of souls waiting around like customers at the DMV. We believed, still believe, that life begins when body and soul come together. Genesis says, ‘God breathed into the dust and man became a living soul.’ Not that man received a soul, but that he became one.”
I nodded, but he held up a finger.
“Now, there are passages some point to. Jeremiah was told, ‘Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you.’ Does knowledge imply existence? Perhaps. But I can say I know I want ice cream tomorrow; that doesn’t mean the cone is already in my hand.”
He gave me a wink. “And then there’s Job. God asks, ‘Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth?’ Some argue this hints Job’s soul was already somewhere. But our tradition reads it differently: God is saying, ‘You were nowhere, Job. That’s the point.’”
“So you don’t buy pre-existence,” I said.
“Not in the Jewish view. The soul begins with conception. Psalm 139: ‘You knit me together in my mother’s womb.’ Isaiah says the same: God forms us from the womb. Now,” his eyes twinkled, “when it comes to Jesus, your Christian friends claim pre-existence, and that’s how John’s Gospel makes his case for divinity: ‘In the beginning was the Word.’ But for the rest of us mortals? No pre-birth coffee breaks.”
I laughed. “Fair enough. Still, it’s hard not to wonder.”
“Wondering is permitted,” he said. “It’s good for the soul - whenever it arrives.”
The wedding itself was a pageant of tradition. We were gently coached at every step so as not to look like complete outsiders.
The Badeken (veiling): The groom solemnly placed the veil over Ruth’s radiant face. The symbolism, they explained, was about inner beauty and modesty. I suspected it also kept him from fainting at the sight of her glowing under the synagogue lights.
The Chuppah (canopy): We all gathered under a silk canopy held up on four poles. “A Jewish home,” someone whispered to me, “is as open as this chuppah - open to family, open to guests.” I whispered back, “Open to in-laws too, I suppose,” and earned a discreet elbow from Victoria.
The Ketubah (marriage contract): This was read aloud in Aramaic, and while most people nodded solemnly, I couldn’t help thinking it sounded like the world’s oldest prenup. Ruth’s accountant groom looked particularly proud at this part, probably because he’d checked the clauses twice.
The Seven Blessings: Each blessing was chanted in turn, weaving together joy, creation, wine, and Jerusalem. By blessing number five, my sons were tugging at my sleeve, whispering if there’d be cake soon.
The Breaking of the Glass: At the finale, the groom stomped on a glass with his foot. The room erupted with “Mazel tov!” and everyone leapt into dancing. I leaned toward Victoria. “Symbol of the destruction of the Temple,” I said knowledgeably. “Also symbol of reminding the groom: marriage is fragile, treat it carefully.”
Victoria grinned. “You’ve been reading up.”
“Either that,” I admitted, “or I’ve been cornered by too many Jewish uncles tonight.”
The rest of the evening was a swirl of dancing with the hora lifting Ruth and her groom up on chairs, and laughter, and wine. Victoria and I were swept in, though I suspect the sight of me holding both boys on my lap while trying to clap on beat became its own comedy act.
And as I watched Ruth circle her groom under the canopy, I couldn’t help but feel a pang. This, I thought, is what it means to see timelines twist and turn. Different destinies, different choices, all somehow threading together.
By the mid-to-late 1990s, Wall Street had entered what I can only describe as the Internet gold rush with better suits and worse due diligence.
Amazon’s IPO? I was there, scooping up shares like a kid grabbing candy before anyone realized Jeff Bezos was going to sell us everything from books to blenders to dog food. Yahoo and eBay? Same story. They weren’t just websites; they were magic beans that sprouted skyscrapers. Qualcomm? That one was pure insanity. In 1999 it went up 20x in less than a year. The kind of stock you frame on the wall just to remind yourself that, yes, you really did buy it before it blasted into the stratosphere.
And I didn’t stop there. Nortel, NVIDIA, Global Crossing - rockets, all of them. Some burned brighter than others, of course, but at the time I looked like Nostradamus with a Bloomberg terminal.
On the side, I played angel investor with a few VC buddies. We sprinkled early cash on a handful of nerds in garages who would later be famous enough to get their faces on magazine covers:
Google (Larry and Sergey circa 1998, still looking like grad students who’d lost their laundry money).
PayPal (the “PayPal Mafia” before they started buying entire islands for fun).
Red Hat (Linux in a box which to most people sounded like a prank, but hey, it worked).
Juniper Networks (because the Internet needed actual plumbing, not just shiny websites).
The problem? By late 1999, every cab driver and hairdresser had an E*TRADE account and a “hot tip.” When your barber starts explaining bandwidth arbitrage to you, it’s time to sell. So I did. By early 2000, I’d rotated into cash, high-grade corporates, and short-term Treasuries. Boring? Sure. But boring is what keeps you rich.
I stood on the sidelines, cool as a cucumber, waiting for the dot-com inferno to burn itself out. When the smoke cleared, I’d scoop up the survivors: Cisco, Intel, Oracle, and good old Microsoft, at yard-sale prices. Apple too, once Jobs strutted back in and pulled a shiny white iPod out of his black turtleneck like a magician pulling a rabbit from a hat.
But then came LTCM - Long-Term Capital Management. The hedge fund with the most ironic name in history because their “long term” lasted about as long as a fruit fly.
Founded by Nobel laureates and Wall Street hotshots, LTCM was supposed to be invincible. They had models. They had equations. They had egos the size of Texas. Their strategy was “arbitrage”: tiny differences between securities, magnified by insane leverage. On paper, it was flawless. In reality, it was like picking up pennies in front of a steamroller while blindfolded.
By 1998, they controlled over $100 billion in assets with leverage ratios north of 25 to 1, and derivative positions valued at more than $1 trillion. Yes, trillion, with a T. One sneeze in Moscow, one hiccup in the bond markets, and the whole thing collapsed like an overcooked soufflé. That sneeze came in the form of Russia defaulting on its debt.
Suddenly LTCM’s Nobel-approved models looked about as reliable as horoscopes. Losses cascaded, counterparties panicked, and the Federal Reserve realized the “smartest guys in the room” were about to torch the global financial system.
The bailout: $3.625 billion coordinated by the Fed, cobbled together by Wall Street’s biggest banks. No taxpayer money directly spent, but the precedent was set: Too Big To Fail wasn’t just a slogan, it was policy. This would be the blueprint for every bailout circus to come, from 2008’s mortgage meltdown to whatever comes next.
Now, here’s where things got tricky for me. I knew LTCM’s collapse was coming, and I knew how to short the trades that would unravel. But profiting off something that had the Fed’s fingerprints all over it? That’s like picking a pocket in front of a cop. Risky business.
Still, I couldn’t resist. I shorted where they were long, positioned myself carefully, and raked in a fortune as LTCM imploded. Out of guilt, or maybe mischief, I even tipped off Shapiro. “Don’t say I never did anything for you,” I told him. He made a bundle too, though I’m sure he strutted around Manhattan pretending it was all his genius.
The downside? Now I was definitely on someone’s radar. LTCM was high-profile, front-page news. Making money on the back of its demise was like painting a target on my back with neon spray paint. Was I worried? Yes. Did I stop? Of course not.
Because if there’s one thing history has taught me, it’s this: never bet against human stupidity, especially when it’s leveraged 25 to 1.
Phone Call to Shapiro, Summer 1998
Ring, ring.
Shapiro: (picking up, chewing something) “Yeah? Shapiro here.”
Me: “Marty, it’s Edward. You busy?”
Shapiro: “I’m always busy, kid. Half my clients think Yahoo’s the new General Electric, the other half think it’s a sandwich shop. What’s up?”
Me: “Listen, you need to watch Long-Term Capital Management. They’re about to blow up. Russia just defaulted, the spreads are widening, and their leverage is insane.”
Shapiro: (snorts) “Leverage? Everyone’s leveraged. That’s what makes it fun. What are you, some kind of chicken little now?”
Me: “Marty, they’re leveraged twenty-five to one. That’s not fun, that’s Russian roulette with five bullets in the chamber. Their whole arbitrage strategy is toast.”
Shapiro: “Oh please. These are Nobel Prize guys. They’re smarter than you, smarter than me, smarter than God Himself. They’ve got models.”
Me: “Yeah, models that work perfectly until they don’t. I’m telling you, this is systemic. You want to make money? Short what they’re long.”
Shapiro: (laughing) “You’ve lost it, kid. Maybe those mountains in Andorra are starving your brain of oxygen. Next thing you’ll tell me is the Fed’s gonna step in with a big bailout. Ha! Too crazy.”
Me: “Suit yourself, Marty. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Click.
A Week Later, Late Night Call
Ring, ring.
Me: (picking up) “This better not be a telemarketer.”
Shapiro: (voice an octave higher, panicked) “Edward! Jesus Christ, you son of a—”
Me: “Marty. Good to hear from you. How’s life?”
Shapiro: “It’s a funeral! They’re bleeding billions, counterparties are bolting, and the Fed just locked every bank in a room to keep the whole damn system from going under. You knew. You knew this was gonna happen!”
Me: “I told you, remember? Five bullets in the revolver. But no, you had to trust the Nobel laureates. How’s that working out for you?”
Shapiro: (groaning) “I scrambled into a few shorts, but not enough. Still made a little, but damn it, Edward, you cleaned up, didn’t you?”
Me: “Let’s just say I had a decent week. My bank account’s smiling.”
Shapiro: “You’re playing with fire, kid. Everyone’s looking under rocks right now, and if they find you sitting on the winning side of this thing, they’re gonna want to know how.”
Me: “Relax, Marty. To them, I’m just another lucky guy with a crystal ball. You should be used to that by now.”
Shapiro: “Lucky? You’re cursed, that’s what you are. Remind me never to doubt you again.”
Me: “Good idea. But I won’t hold my breath.”
Click.
By the late ’90s, it felt like the whole world was accelerating - the Internet, the markets, and yes, the cypherpunks.
1993 had been the ignition. The mailing list exploded like a firecracker, thousands of posts flying back and forth about anonymity, encryption, and digital cash. Hal Finney launched the first cryptographic anonymous remailer, turning email into something close to invisible ink. Tim May’s Cyphernomicon was part manifesto, part FAQ, part paranoid rant, becoming our unofficial bible. Adam Back tinkered with remailer upgrades, proving once again that insomnia plus caffeine equals innovation.
By 1994, Wei Dai drops a bombshell: b-money. A purely theoretical system, but the first blueprint for decentralized digital money powered by proof-of-work. It was Bitcoin before Bitcoin, except without the Bitcoin part. Meanwhile, the world was going crazy for e-commerce, though it was mostly being processed by centralized middlemen, exactly the choke points we were trying to avoid.
1995 brought David Chaum’s DigiCash to market with actual pilot programs at banks. It should’ve been the revolution, but instead it became a museum piece due to no scale, no adoption, and no way around entrenched financial institutions. At the same time, Hal and David Wagner kept improving remailers and anonymity networks, while a little project called E-gold launched. Digital gold, backed by bullion, but tragically centralized. A mousetrap with the cat still holding the key.
In 1996, even the NSA blinked. They published, then quietly retracted, papers acknowledging that anonymous money and digital cash were real threats to the system. That alone proved we were onto something. The cypherpunks mocked DigiCash’s centralized model and started hammering on the question: what does real decentralization look like?
By 1997, Adam Back answered with Hashcash. A clever proof-of-work system designed to fight email spam, but also a seed for something much bigger. The mailing list debates shifted: “what if this could secure money, not just email?”
1998 was a banner year. Wei Dai’s b-money got passed around like samizdat, and Nick Szabo unveiled his idea for bit gold. It was theoretical, unimplemented but dazzling in its vision. Hal was in the thick of it, always encouraging, always inching closer to tying cryptography directly to financial freedom.
By 1999, hacker culture and cypherpunk culture had merged with the froth of the dot-com boom. Money experiments like E-gold were getting real traction and just as quickly, the heavy hand of government scrutiny. Slashdot threads buzzed with debates about open-source money, cryptography, and digital libertarianism. It was noisy, chaotic, and brilliant.
And yet, they were still circling the airport. Talking privacy. Talking remailers. Talking freedom. All noble, but missing the main artery of the beast: the money itself.
I knew better. Ever since Nixon torpedoed Bretton Woods in ’71, our monetary system had been counterfeit-by-design. A parasite siphoning productivity gains away from ordinary people and into the pockets of central bankers and Cantillonaires. Freedom and privacy were vital, but without sound money, it was just putting a padlock on a sinking ship.
That was my mission. To nudge, to steer, to bankroll - whatever it took to shift this restless, caffeine-addled army of cryptographers toward the one problem that mattered most. Everything else - remailers, anonymity networks, and spam filters - was just warm-up. The endgame was money. Always money.
And I wasn’t going to let them forget it.
From: edward@andorra.net
To: hal@rand.org
Date: Tue, 12 Oct 1999 22:41:07 +0100
Subject: Remailers are great. Fixing the money is better.
Hal,
Love the progress: remailer robustness, better mixes, Hashcash hooks getting cleaner, and the list finally speaking the same language across a dozen implementations. But let me put a flare in the sky:
Privacy tools are necessary but not sufficient.
If the base-layer money is centrally mutable, everything on top is rented freedom.
Since ’71, the “monetary OS” has been counterfeit-by-design with Cantillon routing tables hard-wired for insiders. Productivity gains should deflate prices; instead they’re confiscated via monetary dilution. We call it “growth”; it feels like running on a treadmill with a hole in the belt.
So: can we bias the group’s energy toward decentralized money and not just private messaging?
My shortlist summarizing what you, Szabo, Dai, Back have already sketched:
PoW as Sybil shield (Hashcash lineage), but tuned for issuance + finality, not just anti-spam.
Small blocks / cheap validation so full nodes stay commodity-grade; decentralization must be sustainable, not just at launch.
Separation of roles: base layer = settlement + scarcity; scale via off-chain / layer-2 (IOU channels, payment networks, call it “lightning” if you like).
Fixed issuance schedule: any credibly finite program beats committee fiat. Emphasize auditability > numerology.
No main-chain P2P chat/attachments/NFT zoo. Money first. Resist feature creep that invites capture.
Censorship resistance by design: don’t rely on “shouldn’t” when “can’t” is available.
If there’s a working group (or three) that can push a reference design to code, I’ll underwrite hardware, time, and strong coffee. Grants, no strings. Anonymous is fine. Just route via you.
If we fix the money, we buy privacy and freedom on layaway for the next century. Everything else becomes easier.
Edward
From: hal@rand.org
To: edward@andorra.net
Date: Wed, 13 Oct 1999 15:04:52 -0700
Subject: Re: Remailers are great. Fixing the money is better. (Quick pulse check)
Edward,
Signal received—bright and clear. I agree: privacy without sound settlement is a padlock on a leaky boat. The list has been circling this airport since b-money and bit gold; your note is a good nudge to land something.
Your bullets map well to ongoing threads:
PoW as issuance/finality — there’s appetite to prototype beyond anti-spam; a couple folks want to tinker with difficulty adjustment + predictable supply.
Small-block bias — amen. If validation requires a data center, we’ve already lost.
Layering — we can socialize the “money at base, speed at the edges” idea; some will bristle, but they bristle at everything first.
Credible schedule — “finite and auditable” tests better than any magic number.
No kitchen sink — I’ll push back on “put everything on-chain” impulses. Feature creep is how systems get captured.
Censorship resistance — we’ll keep designing for “can’t,” not “won’t.”
Next steps: I’ll float a “hard money thread” and peel off a small working group (3–5 devs) to draft a minimal spec and toy implementation. If you’re serious about funding, I’ll gather budget asks and relays. We can keep your involvement strictly off-list.
PS: Your “treadmill with a hole in the belt” line is going to show up in a few email footers. Consider yourself plagiarized with admiration.
—Hal
From: edward@andorra.net
To: hal@rand.org
Date: 12 Nov 1999 22:41:07 +0100
Hal,
Can you post this on the list? Let’s see who salivates, who flames it, and who’s ready to trade caffeine and pizza for some actual commits. I’ll quietly back whoever moves fastest.
Subject: Toward a P2P e-cash without a mint: PoW-timestamped ledger + longest-work rule
From: hal@rand.org
To: cypherpunks@toad.com
Date: 13 Nov 1999 02:07:44 -0800
Subject: Forwarded: Toward a P2P e-cash without a mint: PoW-timestamped ledger + longest-work rule
All,
Forwarding something that came across my desk. The author prefers to stay out of the flame zone (smart move…), but the outline deserves serious eyeballs.
We’ve kicked around Chaum, b-money, bit gold, Hashcash, etc., but this combines them into what looks like a working recipe.
It’s basically a call to move from theory to code.
Comments welcome (but please: constructive, not the usual nihilist heckling).
– Hal
Folks,
We’ve long wanted e-cash with no mint. Prior art got us near the hilltop - Chaum for privacy (but centralized), Hashcash for PoW (great for spam, not money), b-money/bit gold for concepts (no consensus). Here’s a minimal recipe that actually seems sufficient to prevent double-spend without a trusted party:
1) Public, append-only ledger via PoW “timestamp server”
	Batch txns into blocks. 
	Each block header commits to: prev_block_hash, Merkle_root(txns), timestamp, nBits (difficulty), nonce. 
	Publishing requires finding a header hash < target (Hashcash). 
	Canonical ledger = chain with most cumulative work, not “longest by count.” 


2) Difficulty adjustment
	Target ~10 min per block (interval adjustable). 
	Every N blocks, retarget based on actual vs expected elapsed time. Keeps block rate steady as hashpower comes/goes. 


3) Incentives
	First txn (coinbase) mints a subsidy that halves every K blocks + collects txn fees. 
	Rational miners maximize profit by extending the most-work chain. Attacks are self-defeating unless >50% hashpower. 


4) Validation / SPV
	Full nodes validate all rules. 
	Light clients: download headers only; use Merkle proofs for txn inclusion. Assumes honest majority chain has most work. 


5) Privacy
	Use fresh keypairs per payment. No identity layer. No on-chain storage, graffiti, or “hey let’s put our cat photos on the ledger.” Just money. 


6) Scale path
	Keep base layer conservative: small blocks, low cost to verify, so anyone can run a node on a beige box under their desk. 
	Push throughput off-chain (payment channels, layered nets). Settlement stays on chain; speed/volume moves elsewhere. 


Why this works
Double-spend requires re-writing history, i.e. outpacing honest hashpower. Probabilistically near-impossible without majority control. Incentives mean the dominant equilibrium is “mine honestly, collect coin.”
Open tasks (volunteers?)
	Reference impl (C, then harden). 
	Header/txn format, minimal script for spend conditions. 
	Difficulty retargeting & test harness. 
	P2P protocol for block/txn relay, fork resolution. 
	Basic wallet + key mgmt + change outputs. 
	SPV client w/ Merkle proof plumbing. 
	Threat modeling, testnets, break stuff. 


If this holds water, we have a shot at actual p2p money. Not e-gold with a lawyer, not Chaum with a mint, but a system nobody can shut down without shutting off the Internet itself.
Happy to underwrite hardware, bandwidth, and coder hours (grants, no strings). Whoever wants to build, let’s build.
(PGP sig)
I leaned back in my creaky chair in Andorra, a glass of wine in hand, and let the whole scheme swirl in my head like a good Rioja. What did I want from the cypherpunks? Nothing less than the blueprint for digital gold. Money that governments couldn’t inflate, banks couldn’t freeze, and spooks couldn’t track. A money that behaved itself: no central mint, no middlemen, no “trust us” promises, just math and machines humming away.
In a perfect world, within a year we’d draft our own white paper: something lean, sharp, and scandalously heretical. A paper that would tell the world: “We’ve solved the double-spend problem, and your central bank can take a hike.”
Of course, this wasn’t going to come wrapped in ribbon. It would be messy, nerdy, half-finished code running on desktops in overheated dorm rooms. But if we could pull it off; if the punks could weld Hashcash, b-money, bit gold, and a little mischief into one chain of truth, then maybe, just maybe, I’d be raising my kids in a world where money wasn’t broken.
I topped up my glass, chuckled to myself, and thought: all revolutions start somewhere. Some in smoky cafés, some on barricades. Ours, apparently, would start on dial-up computers.
I used to joke that Andorra in the 70s and 80s was nothing but goat farmers growing tobacco on mountain terraces, and that wasn’t entirely wrong. But by the late 90s, the place had reinvented itself. The goats were still there, yes, but now they had to share the sidewalks with Louis Vuitton bags, Rolex boutiques, and jewelers selling diamonds big enough to blind a marmot at twenty paces. Entire four-story department stores sprouted up where once you’d only find a kiosk selling cowbells. Perfume from Guerlain, Hermès scarves, Cartier, Bvlgari - anything to help a businessman turn untaxed cash into something that sparkled for his wife… or discreetly for his mistress. Andorrans had discovered that luxury tourism was more profitable than tobacco, and I couldn’t really blame them. Goat cheese and ciggies only gets you so far.
As for us, we had our own little paradise. The kids were with us nearly all the time, and when people sniffed that homeschooling would leave them “unsocialized,” I just smiled and replied: “No, they won’t be institutionalized.” My children would never learn to live according to the ringing of a bell, like Pavlovian puppies. Victoria ran most of the schooling with saintly patience, while I took charge of phys-ed: skiing, tennis, hiking, and the occasional high-altitude snowball fight. But I did bend the roles once: I taught our daughter to read at three years old. Victoria and I had foolishly thought we could keep secrets by spelling them out in front of the kids. The day our toddler piped up, “C-H-O-C-O-L-A-T-E, chocolate, can I have some too?” we realized we’d been thoroughly outmaneuvered.
Our rhythm became seasonal: tennis and picnics in the spring and fall, Cap Ferret in July with its bay breezes, and skiing three days a week in winter. Thankfully, none of the children showed a burning interest in ski racing. Watching other parents shriek as their seven-year-olds hurtled downhill at 90 km/h made me grateful our brood preferred a calmer pace. Tennis, at least, came with fewer broken bones.
The Andorran skyline changed faster than the kids grew. Everywhere you looked, five or six construction cranes dotted the valleys. Chalets and apartment blocks mushroomed out of the rock like alpine fungi. Realtors begged me to sell off the land around our chalet. “This is the tippy-top, señor!” they’d insist, as if speaking louder would make it true. But I had the advantage of hindsight. The next fifteen years would bring even “tippier tops.” By 2025, Andorra’s population would swell from around 65,000 in 1999 to nearly 80,000, with real estate prices climbing just as steeply as the mountains themselves. Someday, maybe, we’d trade up for a grander home on the adjoining plots, but for now, I was happy watching the cranes dance while holding on to my little fortress.
Still, family bliss couldn’t blind me to the storm clouds on the horizon. September 11th was coming. I already knew better than to touch the “profit” side of that catastrophe. Too many eyes would be watching for traders who had bet against airlines and insurance companies. I quietly checked in with Shapiro and with my extended family, careful not to sound like the lunatic who knows the future. Relief washed over me when I confirmed no one worked in or near the Twin Towers. Shapiro, true to form, had always insisted on offices north of Wall Street. “Cheaper rent, same view,” he once said, as if saving a few thousand dollars a month was the ultimate badge of genius.
My real work had been done years earlier. I’d already hedged the dot.com insanity before it unraveled in 2000, exiting the tech froth while buying insurance in Treasuries and high-grade corporates. The crash came, fortunes vaporized, and I walked away not only intact but enriched, scooping up survivors like Cisco, Oracle, and Microsoft at garage-sale prices. That cushion meant I could afford to sit out 9/11’s chaos without looking like a war profiteer. Let the Powers That Be scratch their heads about who had “unusual foreknowledge” of terrorist attacks; I was content to play the part of a dull family man with three kids, and a taste for duck confit.
At least, that’s what I wanted them to think.
By 2001, the cypherpunk mailing list was a furnace of ideas, paranoia, and arguments that could make medieval scholastics blush. With Hal Finney gently steering the herd of cryptographic cats, and with my constant poking, prodding, and occasional bribing, we finally pulled together the one thing we’d all been circling for years: a working design for digital cash that didn’t need a bank, a mint, or divine intervention.
Subject: Bitcoin: A Peer-to-Peer Electronic Cash System
Folks,
We’ve spent years circling the same problem: how to build digital money that doesn’t depend on banks, governments, or Chaum’s latest start-up going bankrupt. Here’s our attempt at putting it all together into one workable recipe.
	Instead of trusting a central mint, we trust math. Transactions are grouped into “blocks,” and each block is sealed with a proof-of-work stamp (think Hashcash, but chained together). 
	The “chain” of these blocks forms a public history. The longest (actually, the one with the most work) wins, so no single player can rewrite history unless they’ve got more computing power than everyone else combined. 
	New coins are minted as rewards for those doing the work, which also keeps honest nodes honest; cheating only hurts your own pocket. 
	Privacy comes from pseudonyms: generate a fresh key for each transaction, no need for real-world IDs. 
	Base layer stays lean so anyone with a regular PC can run a node. More speed and volume can happen off-chain through additional layers. 
	Supply is capped; no infinite printing press, no central banker with itchy fingers. 


Why does this matter? Because money is the final boss in the fight for digital freedom. Without independent money, everything else we build can be shut down with a stroke of a bureaucrat’s pen. With it, we get a tool for voluntary exchange that’s resistant to censorship, inflation, and plain old meddling.
What we need now are hands on keyboards:
	Write code. 
	Break code. 
	Run nodes. 
	Trade coins for something, anything: pizza, beers, router parts, anything you need. 


If we’re right, this little “bitcoin” experiment could be more than just code. It could be the foundation of an open, global monetary system that no one owns, and no one can kill.
— Hal (posting on behalf of a friend who’d rather not sign with his real name just yet)
I insisted we call it “bitcoin.” Some of the purists preferred “crypto-credits,” “digicash-redux,” or my personal favorite, “Hashcash++ (now with 30% more hash!),” but no, marketing matters, and “bitcoin” was clean, sharp, and just goofy enough to stick. Hal backed me up, and when Hal nodded, the room (or, well, the mailing list) followed.
The white paper dropped on October 31, 2001. Halloween. Spooky timing, yes, but perfect for a system meant to terrify central bankers and give goosebumps to finance ministers. It mirrored, almost word for word, the one Satoshi Nakamoto would have released in 2008, except this time it was ours, seven years ahead of schedule. We stitched together Chaum’s e-cash privacy dreams, Back’s proof-of-work, Dai’s b-money, Szabo’s bit gold, and a generous sprinkling of my “don’t screw this up” notes, then topped it with Hal’s careful engineering. Voilà: Bitcoin, version 0.1, born in the ashes of the dot-com crash instead of the ashes of Lehman Brothers.
Unlike my previous life, where a mysterious Satoshi mined over a million coins before vanishing like a magician in a puff of cryptographic smoke, this time the whole gang was mining. Tim May, Adam Back, Wei Dai, Szabo, Finney, Hughes and even the lurkers who usually only surfaced to argue about comma placement in the Manifesto. CPUs across three continents were suddenly crunching SHA-256, their owners competing to see whose beige Dell tower could make the most magic internet money.
And me? I set about creating the very first market for bitcoin. Sure, it started modestly with just a few cypherpunks swapping coins for pizza money, then for server time, then for second-hand routers. But I nudged it along with well-placed buy orders, a whisper here, a rumor there: “Some guy in Europe will pay fiat bucks for those coins.” Suddenly, what was once a thought experiment had a bid-ask spread.
The ghost in the room, of course, was Satoshi Nakamoto. The more I watched the development, the more I suspected that our mysterious absent inventor wasn’t absent at all. Len Sassaman, brilliant coder and cryptographer, was right there with us, pushing commits, shaping discussions, and working harder than anyone. Len had the chops, the drive, and that oddly Satoshi-like mix of obsessive focus and monkish reticence. Later, when Len tragically took his own life in 2011, I couldn’t shake the suspicion that the man who could have been the face of Bitcoin instead chose to remain its phantom.
But in this timeline, he wasn’t anonymous, at least not to us. Len was one of the engines of our version of Bitcoin, shoulder to shoulder with Hal, the rest of the punks, and my bank account. Together, we’d dragged Satoshi’s white paper out of the future and into the messy present.
And that, I thought with no small satisfaction, was the real trick: not letting one mysterious genius run off with all the coins, but spreading them around. This wasn’t a magic show anymore. This was a movement.
If money is power, I was trying very hard to turn mine into a lightning rod for freedom without getting myself fried in the process. By the early 2000s, the cypherpunks had taken my funding and run with it in exactly the way I’d hoped: half chaos, half genius, all momentum. I was no coder. My job was to keep the champagne flowing for the people who could actually write C and wrangle compilers.
At first, it looked like the same punkish debates on remailers and digital cash that had been going on for years. But with a steady stream of wire transfers and the occasional discreet envelope, things shifted. Suddenly there were working groups. Suddenly there were experiments with dial-up gateways and cheap wallets. Suddenly, the word “bitcoin” was not just an inside joke but a banner.
Hal would send me updates like a schoolteacher writing home about a particularly unruly but brilliant class:
	“Adam’s tinkering with proof-of-work again. He swears it’ll scale this time.” 
	“A student in Ghana just used one of our nodes to verify a block header over a GSM line. First time ever outside the West.” 
	“We’ve got a half dozen people insisting on calling themselves miners. They’ve even started a mailing list just to argue about block sizes.” 


I never had to touch a cable, let alone solder one. The punks were more than happy to play mad scientists. My role was closer to a benevolent (and very quiet) venture capitalist: smoothing the path, paying the bills, and nodding gravely when someone wanted to test an idea that sounded half insane.
By the second year, the whole thing started to evolve beyond hobbyism. The casual tinkerers were replaced, little by little, by people who smelled blood in the water. They weren’t just libertarians with a fondness for math; they were beginning to sound like true believers. Maximalists before the term even existed.
Where the old guard talked about privacy, remailers, and anonymity, the new crew had a glint in their eyes: money. Not digital cash as an experiment, not “Chaum but better.” No. They wanted this to be the money, the one that outlasted every central bank, every bailout, every scheme.
I funded, they built, and the baton passed almost without me noticing. Suddenly, it wasn’t me pushing the group toward Austrian ideas; it was the new wave hammering away at anyone who dared suggest bitcoin could be anything but sound money.
I could lean back, grab myself a beer, and watch the ecosystem take shape from the safety of my chalet. Rugged node kits were deployed across continents, not because I ordered it, but because the punks believed in it. Wallets were coded in basements and dorm rooms, not at my instruction, but because the believers couldn’t stand waiting. OTC desks in Lagos and Manila appeared almost spontaneously, backed quietly with my capital but run by people on the ground.
It was working. The lifeboat was being built plank by plank, and I didn’t need to row - just keep writing checks and making sure the sharks didn’t flip us over.
On the family front, life stayed blessedly ordinary: ski days, baby bottles, and the occasional argument about which was a better duck meal – magret or confit. Investments ticked along as well. I had danced neatly around the 9/11 incident, much to Shapiro’s annoyance, and was now waiting for the next round of bubbles with patience only hindsight could buy.
Three fronts: family, finance, and freedom money. Each pulling at me, each reinforcing the other. The trick was not to let the Powers That Be catch scent of how close their precious system was to being undermined.
And as I sipped my brew, watching the kids run circles in the garden, I smiled at the thought: this time, we weren’t just preparing for the crisis. We’d have the lifeboat built before the ship struck the iceberg.
It started, as most revolutions do, with a flame war.
One thread on the list began with some poor idealist insisting bitcoin should be used to pay for digital postcards. Another replied it should be “the next PayPal, but un-censorable.” A third piled in saying the real dream was anonymous pizza deliveries.
Then someone, I never learned who, wrote, in all caps:
“THIS IS NOT FOR POSTCARDS. THIS IS MONEY.”
The list detonated.
Old-school cypherpunks were horrified. “It’s about privacy, not price!” they wailed. They wanted bitcoin to be another tool in the toolbox, right alongside remailers, PGP, and onion routing. A noble pursuit, sure, but one destined to gather dust in the nerd corner of history.
The newer voices, though? They pounced. They wanted the big game. They weren’t interested in a tool, they wanted a monetary reset. They wanted the State dethroned. They wanted central banks to look up one day and realize the peasants had simply opted out.
Hal, ever the diplomat, tried to cool tempers. But even he admitted privately to me: “This isn’t about privacy anymore. It’s about survival. If we don’t make it money, it will be ignored. If we do, it might just take over the world.”
That was the pivot. From then on, everything tilted toward sound money. The debates on remailer packet size gave way to arguments about block size. The mailing list became less about cloak-and-dagger and more about Austrian economics. And I, from my chalet perch, knew we had crossed the Rubicon.
Now, I may have nudged things along. I began quietly floating the idea of marketing bitcoin like it was Pepsi. “Forget the manifestos,” I told Hal. “People don’t read manifestos. They watch thirty-second commercials with exploding soda cans.”
One Madison Avenue firm pitched me on a draft campaign:
A Super Bowl ad showing a banker chasing a farmer with a money-printing machine, only to trip and fall into a pit labeled “FIAT.” Cut to: “Bitcoin. Because money should be yours.”
Subway posters in New York: “In Bitcoin We Trust.” (I vetoed that one — too obvious.)
A mascot idea: “Bitty the Coin,” a smiling cartoon piece of digital cash with sunglasses. (I definitely vetoed that one.)
The cypherpunks, naturally, recoiled. “Marketing is manipulation,” they cried. “This must grow organically.” But the irony was, my money made sure the message still got out - maybe not with mascots, but with carefully placed op-eds, discreet speaking gigs, and whispers into the ears of just the right influencers.
The other lever was more subtle: the market itself. I knew from my Wall Street past that liquidity is destiny. Without a bid and an ask, without a price you could point to, bitcoin would remain an esoteric science project.
So I set up shop as the first market-maker. No slick exchange, just me with a digital wallet and a lot of patience. Someone wanted to sell? I bought. Someone wanted to buy? I sold. My spreads were razor-thin, my balance sheet enormous, and the result was simple: a price history was born.
At first it was a trickle, a few nerds trading pizza-money coins. But soon, my operation became the invisible foundation of the market. By absorbing the slack, I wound up sitting on a mountain - not the mythical million Satoshi mined to kick things off, but several hundred thousand coins gathered through sheer market gravity.
The truth was, the world’s first sound-money fortune was quietly accumulating in my vaults. Not mined, but market-made.
When I looked out the window at my kids tumbling in the snow, I thought: this is it. The family I fought to restore, the investments ticking along, and now this underground money revolution I was helping fuel.
The scary part? For the first time, I wasn’t sure the Powers That Be would underestimate us. This wasn’t digital postcards anymore. This was war.
The Madison Avenue experiment didn’t last long but cost me quite a bit. Turns out, cypherpunks don’t like cartoon mascots and jingles - who knew? But it wasn’t a wasted effort. Those glossy pitches had a funny way of making their way into the hands of other people.
Not the pizza-buyers in Milano or the goat farmers in Mongolia (bless them, they were still wiring me twenty bucks for a few coins through Western Union). No - the glossy decks and bold taglines got picked up by the Street.
Goldman Sachs, in their eternal quest to corner anything that smells like money, had a junior analyst whisper to a friend at a Zurich conference: “Is it true this thing trades peer-to-peer without settlement risk?” JP Morgan wasn’t far behind. By 2002, their London office had quietly asked one of my Swiss brokers for “a small test buy” of about 5,000 BTC. Small.
Meanwhile, Madison Avenue’s “failed” pitches found second life. Ogilvy put out a speculative concept deck for “digital trust assets” that mysteriously looked a lot like bitcoin. McCann Erickson floated a campaign to a certain bank about “the first global commodity born online.” No one wanted to admit they cared, but everyone wanted to peek.
It was surreal. On one end, barefoot kids in Nairobi cafes were pooling change to run community nodes. In Moscow, a few hard-bitten ruble refugees were stacking coins as fast as they could click. In Guangzhou, engineers who barely spoke English were translating the white paper line by line.
And on the other end? Citibank running models on “crypto-reserve strategies.” Merrill Lynch, of all people, assigning an intern to track “underground bitcoin adoption.” Even Lehman, poor doomed Lehman, had a risk committee memo by 2003 titled: “Bitcoin: A Potentially Disruptive Alternative Settlement Layer.”
It felt like watching a fire catch from both ends of the forest at once. The bottom was buying because they had no choice; the top was circling because they smelled profit. And me? I was in the middle, fanning both sides with my wallet.
A week later I get the report over a single espresso from Remy, a friend who does the sort of travel-light consulting that puts him in hotel bars with people who should never be in the same room together. Remy had slipped into a discreet Geneva meeting on behalf of someone at Shapiro’s office - “purely observational,” he said, which is their euphemism for “I listened and drank free whiskey.”
“Picture it,” he told me, leaning in like a man about to spoil a show. “Four men in a paneled room at the Hôtel de la Paix. One from Goldman with a gray suit so immaculate it looked photoshopped, and a Citibank strategist who used the word ‘macro’ ad nauseam. There was also a compliance lawyer, the kind that eats regulatory memos for breakfast, and a junior quant who kept drawing pretty triangles on his laptop.”
Remy mimed the scene with exaggerated elegance. “They were polite. British understatement meets Wall Street. But the subtext, you could taste it. They were asking questions like shy people at a wine tasting: ‘What’s the settlement latency?’ ‘Custody solutions?’ ‘How do we integrate with existing clearing houses?’ And the Goldman goon, pardon me, Goldman guy tapped his pen and said, very softly, ‘If this behaves like gold but moves like software, the portfolio managers will be very interested.’”
“They mapped it out the way bankers map out risk,” Remy continued. “Expected return scenarios, correlated shocks, liquidity models that would have made a mathematician weep. At one point the quant piped up: ‘Assuming 30% adoption in emerging markets and a 2% Treasury allocation by institutional treasuries, the asset class could be accretive to returns but deleterious to carry strategies.’ They said ‘deleterious’ like it was a compliment.”
Remy laughed. “You know the funniest part? The compliance lawyer kept asking about KYC, AML, and counterparty exposure, and the Goldman guy just shrugged and said, ‘We’ll build custody. We’ll build layers. We do not shy from infrastructure.’ Like they were plotting a new Swiss watch rather than something the average farmer in Mongolia could run on a secondhand laptop.”
“Did they talk amounts?” I asked.
Remy shrugged. “They traded in hypotheticals such as ‘a pilot purchase of 5,000 units for research’, but there was a lot of throat-clearing around the door. Everyone kept checking whether Basel would nerd out on them. The most telling line? From the Citibank strategist: ‘We need a plausible narrative to sell this to the CIOs; not libertarian fever dreams, but utility: settlement, inflation hedge, and optional settlement rail.’ He used the word ‘plausible’ three times. They’re very good at plausible.”
He leaned back. “They didn’t commit. They never commit at that stage. But they were in the room. Once the Street starts drawing models that feel comfortable enough to put in a quarterly memo, you know the tail has started wagging the dog.”
I sipped my espresso and smiled. To the rest of the world it was just a chat in a Geneva hotel bar. To me it was a bloodless, boardroom-polite declaration of interest: the upper crust had noticed the fire, and they were trying to figure out how not to burn their hands.
“Any names?” I asked.
“No-names,” Remy said, a conspiratorial half grin. “But I will say the Goldman fellow loved the phrase ‘digital commodity with scarcity mechanics.’ He said it with a look that meant spreadsheets and bonuses.”
When he left, I walked back to the chalet feeling oddly giddy and absurdly invisible. They were trying to figure out how to institutionalize what the cypherpunks had created in their garages and basements, and they wanted the credibility, infrastructure, and yes, the profit that comes with being first in line. My role was suddenly, deliciously obvious: keep the presses of adoption moving, but from the shadows. Let the Street circle. Let them sniff and model and posture. I would fan the flames quietly, strategically, and with a banker’s patience until enough of them were willing to hold a small, awkward-looking parcel of the future in their custody chains.
Remy’s final line stayed with me. “They don’t want to be first. They want to be right. And right now they’re buying time to be right.”
Exactly the kind of caution I could live with as long as caution meant eventual capital flow. The game had moved another step forward, and I, for once, was content to let someone else stand in the limelight while I funded the stagehands.
The first ripple came not from anarchists but from actuaries. By 2002, Goldman, Citi, and Deutsche Bank had their analysts quietly writing “Bitcoin as a Reserve Asset” memos in font size 8, circulated only to managing directors and men who carried two phones but never smiled.
At first it was just hedging. A few thousand coins parked alongside gold. A little “digital commodity with scarcity mechanics” to show they were innovative at Davos dinners. But thanks to my Madison Avenue blitz with billboards in Lagos, jingles in Jakarta, subway posters in Shanghai (“Fix the Money, Fix Your Life”), adoption was no longer fringe. By 2003, pension fund managers in Oslo were whispering, “We hold 0.5% in Bitcoin, just in case.” The whisper turned into a strategy deck. By year end, no CIO wanted to explain why they didn’t own it.
Madison Avenue was worth every dollar. Ogilvy, Saatchi & Saatchi, BBDO: the Mad Men descendants went wild. Glossy full-page spreads in Time and The Economist comparing Bitcoin to the Gutenberg press. Primetime TV spots where soccer moms scanned QR codes to pay for groceries while dad muttered “honey, that was faster than Visa.” A Pepsi-style slogan war between agencies:
“Bitcoin: Because Your Future Deserves Scarcity.”
“Bitcoin: The First Honest Ledger in Human History.”
“Bitcoin: This Time, the Money Works.”
The joke was, half of Madison Avenue didn’t understand a hash function, but they understood a retainer. And I was paying.
Here’s the twist no one saw coming: the banks abandoned mortgage-backed securities before they metastasized into the toxic stew they became. Why? Because Bitcoin looked cleaner. MBS carried reputational risk; Bitcoin carried marketing glamour.
Why repackage shaky subprime loans into synthetic CDOs when you could sit on a mountain of pristine digital collateral that appreciated while you slept? It was elegant. It was new. It was sexy. The bankers weren’t asking, “How do we offload risk onto some Norwegian pension fund?” They were asking, “How much Bitcoin can we hold without Basel regulations fainting?”
The irony was glorious: the very institutions that, in my first life, nearly burned the world down with debt pyramids were now the loudest cheerleaders for sound money. They co-opted Bitcoin not to kill it but to crown it.
And because they controlled the Fed, they made a pragmatic decision: let the central bank wither. The Fed was a nuisance now, like a rotary phone in the iPhone era. They didn’t need to print money when they had vaults full of the hardest asset on Earth. Bitcoin collateralized their loans, backstopped their balance sheets, and became the neutral rail on which global trade settled. The IMF sputtered, the BIS shrugged, and the World Bank quietly rebranded its annual reports in orange and white.
The dominoes fell faster than expected.
Argentina, forever allergic to stable currency, made Bitcoin legal tender in 2004. “Better than pesos, better than dollars, better than crying,” quipped one finance minister.
Nigeria followed when Madison Avenue’s campaign collided with a booming mobile money culture. Suddenly, Bitcoin wasn’t a “hedge,” it was the day-to-day unit of account.
Russia half-adopted it to dodge possible sanctions, then fully adopted it when oligarchs realized they preferred digital scarcity to Swiss bankers ratting them out.
China, predictably, tried to ban it, then built the world’s largest mining farms anyway.
The G7 complained, the G20 met, the UN wrung its hands. But eventually, too many governments were quietly holding Bitcoin in their treasuries.
The first time around, Washington spent trillions of dollars bombing goat-herders with AK-47s while paving Afghan valleys with pallets of shrink-wrapped cash. The logic was…well, there was no logic. A decade later the same pallets were being burned for heat, and the Pentagon still couldn’t find Osama in a cave with a dialysis machine.
But this time, with Bitcoin, the waste hit a wall.
You couldn’t just fire up the printing press to fund “freedom operations” halfway across the world. Every Tomahawk missile, every Humvee, every Blackwater contract had to be paid for with hard digital money. Suddenly, Congressmen who once rubber-stamped trillion-dollar war budgets started asking awkward questions like:
“Why is a Predator drone strike in Kandahar costing us 15,000 BTC when the public school down the street needs new plumbing?”
“Do we really need 10,000 contractors guarding sandbags in Mosul, or could that 80,000 BTC build hospitals back home?”
In other words: war had to be priced honestly. The Pentagon’s black budgets didn’t vanish, but they shrank, fast. It turns out endless war is a lot less attractive when you can’t hide it in the basement of the Fed.
And the kicker? Ordinary citizens could see the ledger. Every block, every outflow, every obscene military contract carved in digital stone. Bitcoin didn’t just starve the war machine; it embarrassed it.
Now, about those ninja loans.
The first time around, Wall Street’s bright idea was to hand mortgages to anyone who could fog a mirror, then bundle those bad loans into “AAA-rated” securities and sell them to Overseas pension funds. By 2007, it was a Ponzi scheme so convoluted even the guys at Goldman couldn’t spell “tranche” without a cheat sheet.
But in the Bitcoin timeline, the scam never took root. Why?
Collateral was king. Banks no longer needed to invent mortgage sausage to feed yield-starved investors. They had Bitcoin, pristine, digital, self-verifying. Why chase pennies in subprime when you could sit on hard money?
Transparency killed the grift. Every on-chain loan was visible. No more “hidden tranches,” no more rating agencies stamping garbage with gold stars. If you rehypothecated the same collateral twice, the chain tattled on you in public.
Liquidity was real, not printed. Instead of borrowing against Fed magic, banks borrowed against Bitcoin collateral, settling instantly. When housing prices dipped, the bad loans got liquidated early with no zombie banks, no ticking time bombs.
Early on, the first subprime “innovations” were nipped in the bud. Lehman? Never leveraged. AIG? Never had the chance to sell insurance on the apocalypse. And Alan Greenspan’s “we can’t detect a bubble until it pops” excuse fell flat, because the blockchain had already popped it for him.
I couldn’t help smiling at the irony.
The same system that, in my first life, kept the party going with cheap credit and infinite bailouts was now acting like the adult in the room. Bitcoin didn’t kill risk; it killed the ability to lie about risk.
No more trillion-dollar forever wars on layaway. No more subprime hydras hiding in rating agencies’ attics. If you wanted to spend, you had to spend honestly. If you wanted to gamble, you had to risk your own chips, not everyone else’s future.
For once, the world was on a diet of sound money. And funny enough, it was slimming down just fine.
In 2002, another headline-worthy event, though this one didn’t make the front page of Le Monde: Victoria was pregnant with our fourth. Right on schedule for a 2003 arrival.
I’ll admit, I worried a bit. With all the nudges I’d given history over the past few years like the dot.coms steered differently, Bitcoin unleashed seven years early, Madison Avenue singing the gospel of sound money, I sometimes feared I’d knocked the cosmic Jenga tower just enough to topple the timeline. But no: the universe delivered right on time. Same child, same grin, same sparkle. Only this time, three big siblings ready to swarm him with love, help, and sticky hands.
It was surreal. I had been forty-three when he first arrived, and now, technically, I was something like ninety-eight. Ninety-eight! Yet there I was, bouncing him on my shoulder and thinking, “Forty-three doesn’t feel so bad the second time around.”
The two older boys, weary of their “eccentric” parents’ homeschool routine, staged a mild mutiny. They decided to taste the high school scene in Andorra, enrolling at the French Lycée with plans to someday head off to Toulouse for university. Victoria, relieved of wrangling teenagers through algebra, could focus her energy on the younger two, and I began scheming once again about bunny slopes and mini-tennis lessons. A new kid meant another round of first ski runs, another small hand gripping a racket too big for its owner. Honestly, I couldn’t wait.
Financially, things were more complicated. I had spent a fortune promoting Bitcoin. Funding the early cypherpunks had been peanuts compared to what I poured into Madison Avenue’s finest ad men. I burned through enough cash to make Don Draper rise from the grave, pour a whiskey, and say, “Kid, slow down.”
But here’s the thing: the fortune I had amassed wasn’t really mine. It belonged to the world. My role was custodian, not hoarder. Was I some hot-shot technical analyst? Hardly. I was playing with marked cards, and I knew it.
And don’t pity me for all the zeros I vaporized on glossy spreads and prime-time jingles. Thanks to my market-making, I’d built a war chest of Bitcoin so enormous it could make Croesus blush. I was once again on track to be one of the richest men on the planet - only this time, not by trading IBM in eighths and quarters, but by backing the very foundation of the next financial order.
The new baby quickly became the gravitational center of our household, and the older three orbited around him like excited moons.
The boys loved to parade him through the chalet in his little carrier as though he were some Andorran prince. My daughter insisted on dressing him in whatever combination of mismatched socks and hats she could find. She called it “haute couture,” I called it “clown school chic.”
Evenings became a chorus of teasing.
“Dad, you’re basically a grandpa,” one of the boys grinned.
“Yeah,” chimed the other, “a grandpa who plays tennis better than half the Lycée.”
“Correction,” my daughter added, deadpan, “a grandpa who plays like a kid.”
I took it as a compliment. I’d rather be accused of playing like a teenager than creaking like a pensioner. And truth be told, chasing kids down the bunny slopes and across tennis courts had given me the stamina of a man half my first age.
Victoria just rolled her eyes at all of us, equal parts amused and exasperated. “One baby in the house, four more pretending to be.”
For me, though, these were the moments that mattered most: laughter echoing through the chalet, wood fire crackling, the valley outside hushed under snow. For all the fortunes I had amassed, this, the warmth of my family, was the only wealth I never wanted to hedge.
But beyond the cozy cocoon of family life, my mind was elsewhere. The IMF was still busy tightening its grip on the developing world, turning sovereign nations into debt-serfs with the stroke of a pen. Loans came laced with conditions: privatize this, cut subsidies there, sell off your utilities to the highest bidder. By the time the ink dried, the countries weren’t “helped”, they were hollowed out.
This time around, I wanted Bitcoin to be the wrench thrown into that machinery.
If subsistence farmers in Africa, shopkeepers in Asia, and laborers in South America could transact directly in a money that no Washington bureaucrat or Paris banker could debase, then the IMF’s game would be up. No more debt traps disguised as “development aid.” No more currency crises engineered by currency pegs that only lasted until Wall Street decided to test them.
The first time around, I had watched Argentina collapse under IMF restructuring in 2001, and I had seen half of Africa sink into endless cycles of loans rolled over with interest. This time, Bitcoin had to be there - already liquid, already distributed - as an escape hatch.
And if that meant funneling some of my vast stash into rugged wallets in villages with more sheep than ATMs, so be it. Better the money go to them than rot in the IMF’s spreadsheets.
Because family life had reminded me of one thing: security isn’t about how many zeroes you have in Zurich. It’s about knowing your children, and yes, the world’s children, have a fair shot at something better.
I couldn’t shake the memory of watching Argentina implode in 2001. Riots in the streets, bank accounts frozen overnight, middle-class families pawning their wedding rings for bags of rice. Back then, the IMF had strutted in like a stern schoolteacher, wagging its finger and “restructuring” the entire country into chaos.
This time, I wanted the ending rewritten.
The cypherpunks and I had already agreed: if Bitcoin was going to matter, it couldn’t just be a rich man’s hedge against Wall Street stupidity. It had to be a lifeline for the very people who always got crushed first.
So in early 2003, the first wave of my funding went out under the cover of “development aid.” Not the IMF kind with 600 pages of fine print, but little orange envelopes full of rugged wallets preloaded with Bitcoin, slipped into the hands of co-ops, trade unions, and student networks. Ruggedized laptops, donated by a German NGO front, carried the software. A few cypherpunks rigged up satellite connections so transactions could leapfrog straight to the chain even in villages without phones.
Ghana, 2003
In Accra, a young shopkeeper stared at his computer screen in disbelief. For years, he’d paid his wholesalers in U.S. dollars, buying them at a premium on the street because the cedi inflated faster than a balloon. But now, a supplier in Europe had just accepted his Bitcoin transfer directly. No wire fees. No black-market middleman pocketing half his margin. Just a click, a confirmation beep, and goods on the way.
“Magic internet money,” he muttered, shaking his head. His teenage nephew corrected him: “No, Uncle. Future money.”
Argentina, 2004
Meanwhile in Buenos Aires, the peso was once again wobbling under IMF “advice.” Teachers hadn’t been paid in months, retirees were living on soup kitchens. But this time, Bitcoin was already quietly circulating. A few local journalists, always the troublemakers, had written about it, smuggled out of cypherpunk forums. Within a year, taxi drivers were taking bitcoin for fares, and butchers in the suburbs were printing QR codes on butcher paper.
When the government tried another round of “corralito” - freezing bank accounts - half the working class just shrugged and pulled out their phones. “No banco, no problema.”
Back in Washington, the IMF boardrooms were in uproar. Their economists had graphs, models, and three-piece suits, but suddenly entire chunks of the Third World weren’t dancing to their tune.
“What do you mean the loan package failed?” barked one.
“They bypassed us,” another sighed, tapping his tablet. “They… paid in Bitcoin.”
It was as though the IMF had built a giant mousetrap, only to watch the mice walk out the side door carrying cheese.
I had to laugh. Here I was, a man hiding in a Pyrenean tax haven, hearing about farmers in Kenya and mechanics in Buenos Aires freeing themselves from the same powers that wanted me off the map.
It was working. Slowly, imperfectly, but working.
The IMF’s debt machine relied on monopoly money: issue loans in dollars, set conditions, devalue local currencies, and skim the cream. But once a neutral, scarce, incorruptible currency seeped in, the gears started grinding. How do you trap a country in debt when their citizens can save in something you can’t print?
By 2005, small but growing pockets of the developing world were running on parallel rails: IMF loan packages on paper, Bitcoin in practice. And it was only going to spread.
By the mid-2000s, the banks were no longer just dabbling in Bitcoin; they were hooked. The early orange pill had been swallowed whole back in 2002, and by ’05 they were running full-blown fever dreams of profit.
Goldman Sachs, Morgan Stanley, Deutsche, even the Swiss stalwarts, all of them now sat on war chests of Bitcoin so large you could practically hear the servers humming through the marble walls of their headquarters. They didn’t just hold it, they used it. Loan collateral? Bitcoin. Global settlements? Bitcoin. IMF shakedown schemes? Out. Orange coin? In.
The irony was thick enough to spread on toast: these same banks had once midwifed the Federal Reserve into existence, guarded its monopoly like a family heirloom, and kept the world addicted to dollar debt. Now? They treated the Fed like a washed-up lounge singer they couldn’t quite fire.
“Sure, Ben,” they’d say, patting Bernanke on the shoulder. “QE sounds lovely in theory. But we’ve got a balance sheet full of Bitcoin. Call us if you need us - or don’t.”
Instead of flogging subprime garbage around the globe, they repackaged themselves as Bitcoin evangelists. Madison Avenue, flush with my funding, pivoted seamlessly: the same firms that once sold Marlboros and Budweisers now sold “financial freedom.” Billboards in New York, Nairobi, and New Delhi screamed:
“Bitcoin: Hard Money for a Hard World.”
“Don’t Just Save — Sovereign.”
By 2006, the IMF was already looking like a lame-duck institution. Countries that once lined up hat-in-hand for loans were now raising funds through Bitcoin bond offerings. Argentina didn’t grovel in Washington anymore, it tapped liquidity from global markets via Bitcoin rails. Ghana issued its first infrastructure bond payable in BTC. Even tiny island states started skipping the IMF altogether and crowdfunded through diaspora remittances directly in Bitcoin.
And here’s the kicker: Wall Street banks helped them do it. They realized the old debt-serfdom model was dying. Why milk the cow when you can own the pasture?
The system was changing in plain sight. For the first time in a century, the bankers weren’t defending the old order. They were betting on the new one.
And me? I couldn’t help but laugh at the irony. The Powers That Be thought they were hunting me. Little did they know, their own bankers had already defected to my side.
By 2006, the IMF had become a parody of itself. The institution once feared as the grim reaper of sovereign debt looked more like a bored uncle at a wedding - still wearing the tux, but no one bothering to ask him to dance.
Its signature move, the Structural Adjustment Program, was dead on arrival. Why would Thailand agree to slash pensions, sell off utilities, and raise bread prices for a dollar loan when they could issue a Bitcoin bond to their diaspora and raise twice the money without IMF strings attached?
Even the language changed. “Conditionality” had once been a euphemism for “bend the knee to Washington.” Now it was just a punchline. African finance ministers would joke over coffee:
“What’s the difference between an IMF loan and malaria?”
“At least malaria eventually goes away.”
The knockout blow came when Argentina, the perennial poster child of IMF rescue packages, announced it was buying back its IMF debt in Bitcoin. Paid in full, no rollover, no new conditions. The photo of the IMF’s Managing Director awkwardly holding up a ledger printout of the Bitcoin transaction hit the wires like a global meme. Within a month, more than a dozen countries started preparing similar exits.
By the time Madagascar’s finance minister tweeted, “We do not accept dollar chains. Our collateral is Bitcoin,” the IMF boardrooms might as well have been retirement homes.
And then came the real shocker. The U.S. had spent the early 2000s gearing up its “War on Terror” tab like a drunken sailor, pun intended. Afghanistan, Iraq - trillions on the meter. The old playbook would have worked perfectly: issue Treasuries, get the banks to swallow them, let the Fed run the printing press, and export inflation to the rest of the world.
Except this time the banks weren’t playing along.
JPMorgan, Citi, Goldman were all flush with Bitcoin so they no longer had an incentive to soak up endless Treasury supply. Why trade sound money collateral for Washington’s IOUs? Why bankroll forever wars when the better trade was lending to sovereigns in Bitcoin?
The Pentagon’s budget requests started hitting walls. Defense contractors, who once greased the wheels, now demanded partial payment in Bitcoin. “Sorry, General, but our shareholders don’t trust paper anymore.”
By 2007, the math was brutal: the War on Terror could no longer be invisibly funded. Every drone, every Humvee, every contractor paycheck had to be paid transparently, and voters noticed the bill. Congress suddenly rediscovered its “fiscal conservatism.” The protests weren’t about ideology anymore, they were about invoices.
In short: Bitcoin did what no global protest movement could. It starved the war machine.
I was at my usual corner table at Café de la Plaça, three espressos into the morning and halfway through Le Monde and the Financial Times. A headline jumped off the salmon-pink page:
TREASURY AUCTION TAILS; PRIMARY DEALERS DEMAND “ALTERNATIVE COLLATERAL.”
Alternative collateral. That’s how the press now politely described “we’d rather take Bitcoin.” I tried not to grin into my coffee. The barista, who’d long ago given up asking what I did for a living, raised an eyebrow anyway as if good news had a smell.
At first, it was subtle. A ten-year Treasury sale “tailed” by 5–7 bps. Bid-to-cover looked anemic. The write-ups were soothing: “technical factors,” “foreign demand light,” “summer liquidity.” But on the phones, the story was sharper.
Primary dealers had a new religion: sound collateral. They’d still make a market, they were gentlemen, not arsonists, but their balance sheets had a pecking order now:
	Bitcoin, 
	Blue-chip credit with BTC backstops, 
	…and somewhere down the list, long-dated Treasuries. 


“Nothing personal,” a bank CIO told a Hill staffer, “we just prefer assets that don’t multiply when a committee gets nervous.”
Then the defense contractors blinked. Not out of ideology but out of arithmetic.
A leaked letter from a major contractor to DoD landed on every reporter’s desk:
“Effective Q3, 25% of invoices must be settled in Bitcoin or in cash equivalents tied to Bitcoin reserves. Our suppliers will not accept long-dated paper without a BTC hedge. We remain patriotic; we are not suicidal.”
Talk radio melted down. “Un-American!” shouted one host. Yet by the afternoon, a union rep from the same company called in to say, “We just want our pensions in something real, my guys can’t retire on IOUs.”
The word “IOU” stuck. Even my Andorran butcher started using it. “Visa or IOU?” he winked.
Congress dragged the banks in for the ritual scolding.
“Are you refusing to finance America’s defense?” thundered a senator who collected defense PAC checks like stamps.
A bank risk chief adjusted his tie. “Senator, we finance what we can prudently hold. Our shareholders insist we balance duration risk and collateral quality. In plain English: we’ll buy some Treasuries, but not at any price, and not if we can hold Bitcoin instead.”
“Are you saying Bitcoin is more American than a Treasury bond?”
“I’m saying it’s less editable.”
C-SPAN ratings spiked. Hashtag #LessEditable trended before anyone knew what a hashtag was.
One morning, the FT ran a chart that looked like a ski slope in reverse. Dollar reserves down. “Digital reserve assets” up. No breathless op-ed, just a tidy graphic that made finance ministers sweat through their suits.
An OPEC junior minister let something slip at a closed-door briefing: “We will accept settlement in dollars, euros… and Bitcoin, at a premium.” The room pretended not to hear it. The market heard everything.
Oil traders began quoting two prices: USD/barrel and BTC/barrel. Once that happened, the petrodollar stopped being a universe and became a menu.
The Pentagon sent up another “emergency supplemental.” In the old world, Congress would wave it through at 2 a.m. while everyone swapped flag pins. This time, the CBO score came back with a new column: “BTC-Equivalent Funding Gap.”
It wasn’t that the votes weren’t there; the money wasn’t there. Banks would buy some of the issue, enough to keep the lights on, but not enough to paper over an endless desert campaign.
One representative from Ohio, normally hawkish enough to frighten pigeons, put it plainly: “My district can’t afford this war in sound money. If you want to pay for it with Bitcoin, you’ll need to tell my voters why their savings should go to sand.”
The media, smelling a new meal, pivoted:
“Is Bitcoin Pacifist?”
“Can a Bitcoin Wallet Stop a War?”
“Node Vigilantes: The New Bond Vigilantes”
It made for great TV: split screens of soldiers on patrol and miners racking up hash power, chyrons like HASHRATE VS. HAWKS. Ridiculous, reductive, and somehow accurate enough. Because the hard truth was simple:
You can’t borrow cheaply forever when the world prefers an asset you can’t dilute.
Back at my café.
I turned the page. A follow-up piece quoted a Pentagon source: “We’re not out of ammo. We’re out of cheap ammo.”
My phone buzzed. A text from Shapiro’s number:
You seeing this? Feels like ‘74 but with math. Call if you’ve got a read.
Then an email from Hal:
Subject: Not how I thought “crypto peace dividend” would look, but I’ll take it. Talk soon?
I sipped, watching snow linger on the high slopes, the whole country looking like a postcard. For the first time in a long time, the quiet felt earned, not like a pause between storms, but the sound a machine makes when someone finally flips the right switch.
I wasn’t naive. The Powers That Be don’t retire; they regroup. But the funding spigot was no longer on their wall. It was in the hands of anyone running a node, anyone holding a key. And keys don’t salute.
I paid in cash, old habit; old camouflage and stepped into the bright Andorran sun, the headlines crackling in my pocket like a secret I didn’t have to keep anymore.
By the mid-2000s, the OG cypherpunks had all hit the digital jackpot without even buying a lottery ticket. No, they’d mined it literally on their wheezing 486s, beige Pentiums, and Linux boxes they once used for arguing about remailers and who had the better beard. The coins had piled up like poker chips, and suddenly every last one of them was sitting on a fortune that would make a Saudi sheikh blush.
The irony? Back when I sprinkled a few bucks their way to keep them in burritos and RAM sticks, I thought I was their patron saint. Now they could buy and sell anyone ten times over. They didn’t, of course, because they were too busy founding companies and writing manifestos, but still, I had to laugh. My seed money was like tipping Beethoven a quarter for beer money and then realizing he’d invented the Ninth Symphony in his spare time.
Hal Finney, bless him, was still the moral compass of the group. He’d mined coins the way other people clip coupons, and while he could have retired to a spaceship-shaped villa, he was still tinkering away on code, trying to make wallets easier to use for “ordinary people” (as if ordinary people even existed anymore). Every email from him still sounded like a polite math professor trying to convince you not to flunk out of reality.
Tim May, on the other hand, had gone full crypto-curmudgeon. He’d cashed in enough coins to basically buy himself an intellectual fortress in the Santa Cruz hills, where he spent his days proving he’d been right all along. He’d show up at conferences, look at bankers now begging to get into Bitcoin, and roar with laughter. “You parasites tried to regulate us? Now you’re asking to join the ledger?” He lived for the irony.
Nick Szabo had taken his pile of coins and doubled down on building out “smart contracts.” He looked smug every time someone at a cocktail party said, “This new blockchain contract thing is genius,” and he’d just sip his drink in monk-like silence. Meanwhile, his bitcoin stash was quietly bigger than the GDP of half the Balkans.
Adam Back was still Adam Back: skeptical of everything, allergic to hype, but sitting on so many mined coins that even his dry British humor now carried the weight of an emperor. He put some of it into building infrastructure like servers, dev shops, whole labs devoted to squeezing every last drop of security out of proof-of-work. If you wanted a pessimistic optimist to keep your house from burning down, Adam was your man.
Wei Dai, who had dreamt up b-money before any of this even worked, had mined enough BTC on his “just-for-research” rig that he could have owned half of Beijing real estate. He, of course, stayed quiet, politely declining interviews, as if wealth were a social disease he didn’t want to spread.
And then there were the younger punks, the fresh blood. They didn’t have the giant early stacks - by 2004 most of the “low-hanging bitcoin” had already been scooped up, but they had the hunger. They were building faster wallets, better privacy layers, new ideas for scaling. If the OGs were swimming in coins, these kids were surfing the waves, eager to prove themselves. The old guard funded them, sometimes with a single transaction that would have bought the Louvre.
It was a strange ecosystem. The first generation of punks had turned into accidental aristocrats, flush with more wealth than they knew what to do with, and half the time they looked vaguely embarrassed about it. The second generation - the coders, hackers, and open-source diehards - saw them as benevolent dragons sitting on hoards of coins, occasionally tossing gold down to the village below so the kids could keep building.
Watching it all unfold, I had to chuckle. I used to think I was pulling the strings with my Swiss accounts, funding some revolutionaries in basements. Turns out, I was only buying the popcorn for the real show.
The best part about watching these guys and their younger apprentices at work was the sheer speed of it all. They weren’t just tinkering, they were sprinting, coding through nights powered by cold pizza and flat Mountain Dew, shoving out improvements faster than the rest of the world could even invent acronyms. It was a beautiful kind of chaos: commits flying, mailing lists buzzing, testnets breaking and being fixed again by morning.
And because they moved so quickly, they shut the door on the nonsense before it even began. There was no “let’s launch our own chain and see if it sticks,” no glossy brochures about “the next Bitcoin but shinier,” no armies of scammers holding up whitepapers like lottery tickets. The ICO craze? Never happened. The world never endured breathless magazine covers about coins named after dogs or vegetables.
Ethereum? Please. Vitalik might’ve doodled a few ideas in a notebook somewhere, but by the time he thought about unveiling them, bitcoin had already eaten the world. The punks had built out scripting and second layers before anyone could shout “world computer.” Sidechains, payment channels, lightning-fast transactions - it all came bundled into the bitcoin ecosystem, stitched together by half-mad geniuses who didn’t sleep.
The big banks helped close the trapdoor too. Once they realized their future collateral sat in digital blocks rather than MBS garbage, they funneled their armies of developers and lawyers into the same camp. Why bother splintering into “better bitcoins” when the real one already had the liquidity, the infrastructure, and the blessing of Wall Street’s finest sharks?
It all meant there was never even the need for the term “bitcoin maxi.” There were no tribes, no fractured loyalties. Bitcoin wasn’t a camp to defend; it was the only game in town. Everyone from a kid running a node in his dorm room to a central banker nervously buying the dip was rowing the same boat.
The cypherpunks had dreamed of privacy. The bankers had dreamed of profit. I had dreamed of sound money. Somehow, against all odds, those three currents merged into a single river that swept away every competing pretender before it had time to crawl out of the swamp.
And so bitcoin stood alone, not because we defended it with memes and slogans, but because the punks and the suits together had already made it too indispensable to replace.
The cultural landscape of bitcoin in this timeline was downright unrecognizable compared to my first go-around. Without the distraction of “altcoin season,” there were no tribal wars, no flame-throwing Twitter battles, no self-declared “maxis” waging holy crusades against shitcoins. Why? Because there were no shitcoins.
Instead of wasting breath dunking on scammers, everyone’s arguments went inward, like monks in a monastery squabbling over the exact shade of the vestments. The fights weren’t about “my chain vs. your chain” but about block size proposals, wallet UX, or whether the dev mailing list should adopt Oxford commas.
Whole conferences became spectacles of nerdy pedantry. Panels debated the elegance of Schnorr signatures with the same fervor medieval scholars debated angels dancing on pinheads. People would emerge from weeklong IRC threads, bleary-eyed and muttering about Merkle trees the way rabbis once argued Talmud.
And here’s the twist: because there wasn’t a constant barrage of altcoin scams to unite against, the tone of these disputes stayed oddly collegial. Developers disagreed, sometimes ferociously, but then shared beers after. Without an external enemy, the culture calcified around one shared assumption: bitcoin was the foundation. Everything else, wallets, layers, protocols, even memes, was just decoration on the cathedral.
There was no need for the word “maximalism,” because there was no alternative universe to contrast it with. If you said “crypto,” people assumed you meant bitcoin. If you said “the chain,” people assumed you meant the bitcoin chain. If you said “hodl,” well, everybody already was.
Even the memes changed tone. In the old timeline, bitcoin memes were weapons in tribal wars. Here, they were more like inside jokes at a family dinner table: dumb, comforting, repeated endlessly. Pepe wore a tie and carried a ledger. Wojak wasn’t crying, he was too busy updating his full node.
The cultural energy that, in the old world, had been wasted on defending against the endless altcoin noise was now channeled into refinement. Bitcoin didn’t need a priesthood of “toxic maxis” defending its purity. The whole world had, by default, become a congregation.
The strangest part of this alternate bitcoin timeline wasn’t just the speed of development. It was the sheer clarity. Without a hundred competing narratives, bitcoin became as easy to explain as bread or beer.
There was no “Ethereum is like programmable money!” or “Litecoin is silver to bitcoin’s gold!” cluttering up the airwaves. No one had to waste a single breath on “utility tokens,” “DeFi yield farms,” or, God help us, “Bored Ape JPEG mortgages.” The elevator pitch boiled down to two words: sound money.
And because everyone was pulling in the same direction, adoption by the mainstream looked less like a messy food fight and more like a clean relay race.
Universities adopted bitcoin wallets for student stipends. NGOs used it to move aid across borders without kissing the IMF’s ring. Banks, already holding enormous bags, trained entire departments to issue loans collateralized in bitcoin. Governments couldn’t ignore it; by 2005, a few small ones were paying civil servants directly in BTC.
Even grandma got it. Not because she was a tech wizard, but because her neighbors, her pharmacist, and the guy at the boulangerie were already using it. You didn’t need to be convinced with 50-page whitepapers. You just needed to notice that your rent was cheaper to pay in bitcoin, or that your cousin in Argentina could send you money without Western Union clipping him for 20%.
The media, too, had fewer angles to distort. No CNBC anchors pumping “the next bitcoin.” No Wired articles about “The Dogecoin That Ate Manhattan.” Just a straightforward story about the world’s first neutral, borderless, incorruptible money.
And because the signal wasn’t drowned out by noise, adoption didn’t sputter and stall in hype cycles. It moved in one great steady wave: banks to corporates, corporates to households, households to street vendors, street vendors to the guy selling roasted peanuts at the football stadium.
When the world finally looked up in 2006, it wasn’t asking “Will bitcoin survive?” but “How did we live without this?”
What really cracked me up about the “bitcoin standard” years wasn’t the technology; though watching the punks argue over block headers was comedy enough. It was how utterly normal people suddenly started behaving like the Austrian economists I’d been reading since forever. They didn’t know Hayek from hay fever, but they understood the difference between a melting ice cube and a freezer full of gold bars.
For the first time in living memory, people were saving, not because Suze Orman wagged her finger at them on TV, but because their money actually held value. My neighbors in Andorra, who used to swap cars every two years like they were trading Pokémon, suddenly discovered the joy of not buying stuff. “Maybe I’ll keep the Renault a few more years,” they said, polishing it as if it were a classic Ferrari. Time preference had officially gone on vacation.
And the effect rippled outward. Without central bankers yanking levers like the Wizard of Oz, interest rates actually reflected what people wanted, not what twelve guys in D.C. had for lunch. When savings rose, interest rates gently drifted lower, signaling to businesses, “Hey, there’s capital here, come build something real.” And they did. More machine tools, more productive factories, fewer “dot coms” whose only product was an office foosball table.
I knew the system had changed when even my friend Shapiro stopped pitching nonsense. In the old timeline, he’d call with hot tips on companies whose business model was “burn cash, get bought.” Now he’d say things like, “I found a steel manufacturer reinvesting profits into robotics. Boring as hell, but solid.” Who was this man and what had he done with the Shapiro I knew?
Meanwhile, the graveyard of “zombie companies” began to clear out. In the fiat days, these firms were like horror-movie villains: killed a dozen times but always staggering back to life thanks to cheap debt and government bailouts. Under bitcoin, they stayed dead. No cheap credit to keep the shambling corpses lurching along.
The result? Resources like capital, labor, and time, stopped being sucked into black holes of unproductive nonsense. Instead, they flowed toward wealth-generating activities. I joked with Victoria one night over dinner: “Look, instead of funding another Pets.com, we’re getting actual productivity growth. Imagine that. An economy that works like… an economy.”
She rolled her eyes and said, “That’s nice, dear. Now pass the sweet potatoes.”
And that, really, was the best part. Under the surface, the most radical monetary shift in centuries was unfolding. But on the surface, life just felt saner. Fewer bubbles, fewer panics, fewer headlines screaming about “unsustainable debt levels.” People worked, saved, invested, built. In other words: they behaved like adults.
By 2006, the world had already flipped. Governments, bless their meddling little hearts, were still trying to run the old playbook: juice the economy, goose the numbers, win the election. Problem was, the playbook had been written in fiat ink, and bitcoin had already set it on fire.
I remember reading a headline in Le Monde: “Finance Minister Promises Stimulus.” Stimulus? With what? They didn’t control the taps anymore. They tried the usual gimmicks such as lower interest rates, deficit spending, promising bridges to nowhere, but the markets just shrugged. Without their monopoly on money creation, their levers weren’t attached to anything. It was like watching a toddler yank on the steering wheel of one of those coin-op racecars outside the supermarket. Lots of motion, zero control.
The irony was delicious. For decades, politicians had lived off the cycle: print, spend, inflate, blame the businessmen, repeat. Now, every time they tried, the banks just smiled, waved their wallets full of bitcoin collateral, and carried on with business. “You can try to pump demand with cheap credit,” the bankers might as well have said, “but we’re not issuing trash loans anymore. We’re busy funding companies that actually produce things. Good luck with your campaign.”
Election season lost its carnival atmosphere. Instead of promising “more growth through fiscal stimulus,” candidates had to talk about… boring things. Efficiency. Innovation. Maybe even - gasp - lowering taxes. You could see the pain on their faces. Without the ability to spray new money into the system, they looked like magicians forced to perform without rabbits or hats.
At dinner one night, Victoria asked me why I was laughing at the evening news. “They’re announcing a grand stimulus plan,” I said between chuckles. “It’s like watching a man try to inflate a balloon that already has a hole in it. Everyone can see the air whistling out except him.”
She shook her head. “You’re impossible.”
But the point was clear: by 2006, governments weren’t steering the economy anymore. They were passengers; grumpy, loud passengers who kept demanding the driver take the scenic route, only to be ignored. The banks, loaded up on bitcoin reserves, had already pivoted. Businesses were responding to real savings, not political promises. And the electorate, strangely enough, seemed calmer. No hyperventilating over inflation, no sudden panics when central bankers coughed. Just a steady hum of growth.
The world was different now. The old tricks had stopped working. And the politicians? They were on the back foot, still rehearsing speeches for a stage that no longer existed.
By 2008, the world was supposed to be on fire. In the timeline I remembered, banks had been handing out mortgages to anyone with a pulse, then slicing them into sausage links of debt, labeling them AAA, and selling them overseas to people who thought they were buying safe retirement bonds. The whole system collapsed like a drunken soufflé. But this time? Nothing of the sort.
Thanks to bitcoin, the sausage machine never started. Banks, now sitting on rock-solid reserves, had no appetite for lending to someone’s cousin with three maxed-out credit cards and a part-time gig at Pizza Hut. Without central banks egging them on with fake cheap money, the subprime market fizzled before it was born. When a politician thundered about “expanding homeownership,” the banks nodded politely and went right back to financing productive businesses with actual savings behind them. The debt bubble just… never inflated.
Lehman Brothers? Still alive and kicking, their balance sheet stuffed not with toxic mortgage stew but with bitcoin collateral, solid loans, and even a reputation for sobriety. In this world, Dick Fuld wasn’t frog-marched into bankruptcy court, he was giving speeches about “sound finance in the age of sound money.” I almost spilled my espresso when I read that headline.
Meanwhile, closer to home, my own household economy was buzzing. My two oldest boys were preparing to sit their French baccalaureate exams before heading off to university in Toulouse. Like every teenager, they assumed they were broke and that I was stingy. They never suspected I was sitting on a fortune that made Rockefeller look like a man with loose change. “How could he be rich,” they whispered to their sister, “if he compares yogurt prices at the supermarket?”
Some things I kept exactly as before. In my first life, the boys worked every summer, and this time was no different. I steered them into the same gig: the summer resort circuit. By day, they wrangled kids in plastic armbands at the club pool, making sure nobody drowned or ate too many popsicles. By night, they transformed into entertainers, crooning songs and putting on sketches for tipsy adults who’d had one Ricard too many at the cocktail bar.
They even polished up a joint résumé, complete with a VHS-style video of them doing their comedy-musical routine. The sheer earnestness of it made me laugh. In a way, it was the perfect training: learn how to deal with kids and drunks, sometimes at the same time. Plus, it gave them spending money, a sense of responsibility, and the thrill of applause.
The future was bright, but they still had to work for it. That was the deal. I had gotten where I was by playing with a stacked deck, knowing all the winning numbers in advance. They wouldn’t have that luxury. And truth be told, from this point forward, neither would I. The cypherpunks had changed history so radically that my crystal ball had gone cloudy. No more easy prophecies about the next crash.
But at least the tea leaves were clearer than before. With central banks sidelined and fiat sorcery exposed, the world’s economy finally ran on honest signals. And for the first time in years, I found myself looking ahead not with dread, but with curiosity.
In the history books I remembered, 2008 was the year the sky fell. Screens on Wall Street flashed redder than a Soviet parade, CNBC anchors hyperventilated, and talking heads invented new acronyms for panic. MBS, CDO, CDS - it was as if the alphabet itself had gone bankrupt. Politicians talked about “systemic risk” while secretly praying their reelection campaigns could ride on a bailout or two. Ordinary folks watched their retirement accounts evaporate faster than spit on a hot skillet.
Lehman Brothers collapsed, AIG begged for handouts, and Ben Bernanke, with all the serenity of a man lighting the fuse on dynamite, began the endless litany of QE1, QE2, QE3, and “whatever it takes.” The first time around, this was the Great Financial Crisis, a grim morality play about greed, leverage, and the audacity of pretending debt was wealth.
But in this timeline? None of it happened.
In 2008, the financial pages were downright boring. Instead of “Apocalypse in the Markets,” the headlines read things like:
“Lehman Reports Record Profits, Buoyed by Bitcoin Collateral.”
“Bernanke Cancels Press Conference — No News to Report.”
I remember chuckling into my morning coffee in Andorra, leafing through the Financial Times. Where I’d once seen charts plunging off cliffs, there were now pie graphs about record savings rates and reports of capital investment flowing into factories, tech startups, and renewable energy projects. Even the Germans were smiling, which is not their usual facial posture.
Meanwhile, governments were panicking, but not about collapsing banks. Their problem was political: they couldn’t juice the economy with easy money anymore. No bubbles to inflate, no debt lever to pull. Elections now hinged on real growth, real wages, real productivity; a terrifying thought for career politicians used to running on smoke and mirrors.
Back at home, life felt almost too calm. My boys packed for Toulouse, arguing about how many guitars and tennis rackets they should bring. Victoria was busy planning autumn menus. The littler ones were building forts in the yard. And there I sat, grinning like a lunatic, thinking:
“This is it. The crisis that never was. The meltdown that never melted.”
The world, thanks to bitcoin, had sidestepped the catastrophe. Banks didn’t fail, pensions didn’t vanish, and Main Street didn’t get sold out to save Wall Street. For once in history, the little guy wasn’t the patsy.
I finally decided it was time to build the new house on the plot next to my old chalet. The chalet was fine for a family of six, but I wasn’t just thinking of six. I was holding out for the day when there would be grandchildren, great-grandchildren, cousins twice removed, and who knows, maybe the odd stray musician or tennis buddy. I pictured myself at the head of a long wooden table, gray-haired (again), Rioja in hand, looking down on the chaos of three generations: a patriarch presiding over his kingdom of ski jackets and sticky-fingered toddlers.
The architect we hired was a funny little Catalan fellow with wild eyebrows and a fondness for boxy Spanish design. Victoria and I had to gently but firmly push back against his endless sketches that looked like they belonged on the Costa Brava. “No, no,” I said, “we’re not building a tapas bar. Think Aspen. Think sprawling. Think family reunions with fireplaces the size of small barns.”
After some arm-wrestling (figurative, though he looked like he’d have lost literally too), he delivered a design that worked: a flexible house with wings and upper floors that could be shut off when it was just the two of us, but flung open when the troops descended. A rambling Aspen-style chalet in Andorra: part ski lodge, part fortress of family togetherness. We’d keep the original chalet too, in case the hordes overflowed. Which, knowing my kids, they would.
The cost of the build barely registered compared to the rivers of cash I’d already poured into Madison Avenue ad men and global PR campaigns for bitcoin. Still, my Swiss bankers were nervous every time I called. Liquidations in the tens of millions tend to give even Zurich’s stiffest collars a little sweat under the tie.
So I decided to soothe them. I went there myself and sat them down, over espresso and obligatory chocolate, and handed them the investment tip of the century: “Stop worrying about me, and start offering multi-signature custody for your clients’ bitcoin. It’s not just a nice-to-have, it’s oxygen. For your rich yacht set, it’s peace of mind. For your institutional clients, it’ll be essential. And don’t worry about the tech, I’ll connect you with the right guys.”
Enter the punks: the hungry developers I’d been quietly backing, all hoodies, pizza boxes, and more caffeine than blood. They loved the idea, and the bankers, after recovering from the shock of dealing with people who didn’t wear cufflinks, realized these were precisely the brains they needed.
Soon enough, the whole thing was up and running. Multi-sig custody, bulletproof wallets, inheritance schemes, the works. The irony wasn’t lost on me: after years of my account looking like it was bleeding out in fiat (thank you, global advertising bills), the moment I moved all my bitcoin back into their shiny new system, the bank’s assets under management exploded. From “Mein Herr, we’re worried about your liquidity” to “Dear sir, may we offer you a glass of champagne?” in record time.
It wasn’t just a house being built, it was the future. My family had their fortress in the Pyrenees, and my bankers had their fortress of code. Everyone was happy. Well, except maybe the Catalan architect, who still grumbled something about how I’d ruined a perfectly good tapas-bar design.
Victoria, of course, humored me when I described myself at the head of that grand holiday table, the patriarch dispensing wisdom like wine. She raised one eyebrow, her classic “you’re full of it” look, and said, “Yes, dear, just remember the patriarch also gets stuck carving the turkey, cleaning the raclette trays, and refereeing when your sons fight over the last slice of tarte aux pommes.”
She wasn’t wrong.
The kids had already staked their claims in the new place. The boys immediately declared the attic was “theirs,” on the condition it would be filled with bunk beds and a PlayStation setup. My daughter rolled her eyes and insisted she would only accept a room with its own balcony, “because I’ll need to breathe when I’m tired of them,” she explained, pointing at her brothers like a prosecuting attorney. The little guy, blissfully unaware, drooled on everyone impartially, which probably made him the wisest of us all.
Victoria wandered through the half-finished rooms with her catalogues, planning how to tame the masculine log-cabin feel into something livable. “Aspen,” she muttered, leafing through fabrics. “Not Grizzly Adams.” She had visions of tasteful textiles, subtle color palettes, and curtains that didn’t look like they were stolen from a ski lodge bar in 1973.
Meanwhile, I quietly congratulated myself. Not only would the house be ready for the grand homecomings I imagined, but the bankers were finally off my back thanks to their shiny new bitcoin custody solution. “See, my dear,” I told her one evening, “the whole system works: punks build the tech, bankers build the vaults, and we build the house. Civilization, right here in Andorra.”
She gave me a look that said: Civilization also requires finished bathrooms and a working dishwasher, so don’t get ahead of yourself.
Still, it felt good. I had my fortress in the Pyrenees, my family under one roof (sometimes), and a future that looked as solid as the granite cliffs above town. At least until the next world crisis came knocking, which, given history’s sense of humor, wouldn’t be long.
By the time Christmas rolled around, the new chalet was christened not with holy water but with the sound of two university boys clattering through the front door, arms loaded with bags, guitars, and a trail of foreign friends they’d scooped up in Toulouse.
“Maman, Dad!” they shouted, both taller than me now, which is rude, frankly, and behind them came a United Nations of strays: a lanky Argentinian with a man-bun, a shy Tahitian girl in a knitted hat, and two Australian lads who looked permanently hungover. “They couldn’t afford flights home, so we told them Andorra was basically Hogwarts with snow.”
Victoria raised her eyebrows but, true to form, immediately set extra places at the long extendable dining table. The new house’s expandable design was already earning its keep. The kitchen smelled of bubbling stew, mulled wine steaming, and about three different desserts in varying stages of overcooked.
The youngest waddled into the fray carrying a wooden spoon like a scepter. He whacked one of the Aussies on the knee, was rewarded with a piece of candy, and promptly declared it a binding friendship.
Dinner itself was everything I had pictured and everything Victoria had warned me about. I did indeed sit at the head of the table, carving the turkey with patriarchal gravitas, only to have one son ask loudly whether bitcoin was “really better than gold” and his Tahitian friend counter that “gold at least you can touch.” The entire table devolved into a debate, half in English, half in French, with the Argentinian interjecting, “But amigos, what about jamón as the true store of value?”
My little guy accidentally smeared cranberry sauce across his shirt, Victoria rolled her eyes as she fetched a rag, and the boys strummed a modern version of “Silent Night” on their guitars while the Aussies harmonized off-key.
I raised my glass, ignoring the chaos. “To family, to friends, and to many happy returns.”
The Argentinian raised his glass. “And to jamón!”
We all laughed, clinked glasses, and for a moment the world outside of bankers, politicians, even lurking shadow-men in black vans, didn’t exist. There was only laughter, food, and the warm glow of a future I had helped to rewrite.
The fire crackled in the chalet hearth, and outside the snow fell in thick, lazy flakes; the kind that made the whole valley look like a shaken snow globe. Upstairs, Victoria was wrangling bedtime stories, and I could hear the muffled chaos of giggles, squabbles, and the occasional thump of a pillow fight. Four kids. Four souls that, by all rights, might never have made it into the world if I hadn’t been tossed back into time like some cosmic pinball.
Origen, that old Church Father, would probably be shaking his head at me. Preexistence? Heresy, they said in 553 AD. Well, maybe so. But as far as I’m concerned, this whole escapade proved he was onto something. My children weren’t accidents. They were always meant to be. I was just the poor sap chosen to make sure they arrived on time - diapers, scraped knees, and all.
And maybe that’s the real mission. Not just sound money. Not just thwarting the Powers That Be. But family. The unbroken chain. The preexistence of love made flesh.
Still, sound money matters. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. Governments had spent the better part of a century stealing from their people with paper promises that wilted faster than lettuce in the sun. I’d seen it firsthand: every boom turned into a bust, every bubble popped and then reinflated with more debt, more lies, more Cantillonaires sucking the marrow from society.
Not this time. Not on my watch. This time we had bitcoin.
The cypherpunks, those wild-eyed geniuses, had taken my seed funding and turned it into a forest of code. Hal Finney had given us the beating heart. Tim May had given us the anarchist gospel. The banks, yes, the same sharks that once played poker with mortgage-backed securities, now clutched bitcoin like relics, blessing them as collateral for a saner economy. No one needed a Federal Reserve anymore. Not when math could do the job better.
And the results? Predictable. Beautiful. People saved. Businesses invested. Families thrived. Time preferences shifted lower, like gravity had finally been adjusted back to normal. Interest rates reflected reality instead of political whim. Zombie companies? Gone. The Cantillon Effect? Starved. Fiat inflation? A sad entry in the history books.
I used to say that evil feeds on confusion, debt, and fear. Well, bitcoin was like turning on the lights. Suddenly, everyone could see the cockroaches. And once you see the cockroaches, you can’t go back to the dark.
But here’s the thing, all that high-minded economic philosophy was never what mattered most. What mattered was Victoria and the kids. Family dinners with duck confit and Bordeaux. Christmas mornings with so many stockings hung by the fire. Summers in Cap Ferret, where the cousins spilled across the beach like a small invading army. The boys learned to ski, the girl learned to boss them around, and the baby learned that if he cried long enough, I’d rock him to sleep while muttering about Thomas Paine and the evils of paper money.
They thought I was frugal - the dad who haggled over supermarket cheese and insisted on repairing his own Peugeot with duct tape and divine providence. And they weren’t wrong. But one day they’ll learn the truth: I wasn’t just hoarding coins for the cellar. I was hoarding coins for civilization.
So yes, good can prevail over evil. Preexistence can become existence. And the future, for my family, and maybe for everyone else, can actually be brighter than the past.
I leaned back in my chair, poured myself another glass of wine, and let the snow keep falling. The world was saved, my children were safe, and the Powers That Be had been bested by math and stubbornness.
If history ever asks what my contribution was, I’ll just smile and say:
“I funded the revolution… and I always paid for oysters on the first date.”
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The Man They Buried
Adrien Dante had everything a young man could want: brilliance, promise, and a future that seemed already opening before him. Then, just as quickly, it was gone.

Drawn into the inner machinery of a powerful banking empire, Adrien sees more than he was meant to see. What follows is not scandal, but erasure. Branded unstable, cut off from the world, and buried beneath the polished language of institutions, he vanishes from the life that was supposed to be his.

Years later, he returns under another name.

Armed with immense wealth, hard-won discipline, and the teachings of a mysterious prisoner who changed the course of his life, Adrian Shaw enters New York’s highest circles as a man no one can quite place and no one can afford to ignore. Around him, old money, foundations, banks, and reputations begin to shift. The men who ruined him still believe themselves protected by prestige, law, and time.

They are wrong.

Set in the worlds of high finance, hidden power, Bitcoin, and elite society, The Man They Buried is a modern epic of injustice, reinvention, and reckoning — a story of buried men, sleeping fortunes, and the dangerous patience required to return.
For readers drawn to grand tales of betrayal, transformation, and return.
After The Tramontane
High in the French Pyrenees, eleven-year-old Charles and nine-year-old Adriana discover a cave.

It saves their lives.

While they are lost underground, nuclear war sweeps across Europe. When they finally emerge, Font-Romeu is empty, their parents are gone, and the roads south toward Spain lead only into silence.

Alone in a mountain town abandoned by the adult world, the two children must do what Robinson Crusoe once did on his island: salvage, learn, build, and survive. Shops become supply depots. A hotel becomes a fortress. The mountains become both refuge and threat.

But survival is only the first lesson.

As the years pass, Charles and Adriana must learn not only how to stay alive, but how to remain human — preserving memory, faith, courage, tenderness, and hope in a world that has lost almost everything.

Heartbreaking, intimate, and ultimately life-affirming, After the Tramontane is a post-apocalyptic coming-of-age novel set between France and Spain in the windswept Pyrenees. It is a story of catastrophe and resilience, of childhood stolen too soon, and of two young souls trying to rebuild meaning when the old world has fallen silent.

When the world falls silent, survival is only the beginning.
You Can Call Me Al
Al is a HS football star who should be worrying about playbooks and finals. Instead, he’s worrying about whether the man smiling politely across the table is the kind of evil that kills children for profit.

Al’s secret is simple and impossible: he can read people with terrifying accuracy. Not psychology. Not intuition. Something deeper - like a radar for malice. When his aunt recruits him into a tiny, off-books intelligence unit, his life pivots overnight from campus routine to covert operations.

A Middle Eastern palace turns out to be nothing like the agency briefed. A South American Christmas party by the pool becomes a hunting ground for conspirators. A Los Angeles medical convention becomes a mask parade for a scientist who may be planning mass death - with an antidote only he controls.

But the most dangerous part of Al’s new life isn’t always the missions.

It’s the women.

A brilliant pre-med love from home who knows him better than anyone. A sharp, courageous Iraqi student who becomes both a romance and a doorway into a hidden world. A president’s daughter who starts as a cover story and turns into something real enough to break his heart. A glamorous model in Paris who offers escape, pleasure, and a different kind of risk. And back at the training compound, the “lessons” that blur the line between preparation and emotion.

Al isn’t a carouser. He’s a young man learning how intimacy can be both refuge and leverage, how affection can steady you… and how attachment can be used against you.

With sharp humor, escalating stakes, and a hero who grows more capable and more conflicted with every operation, this novel follows Al’s transformation from gifted kid to full-time agent, and sets the stage for a series where the missions get darker, the enemies get smarter, and the cost of saving people includes the ones you love.
You Can Still Call Me Al
Al is back. Still young. Still useful. Still pretending he’s not the kind of person who can feel danger before it speaks.

Trained at a secret mountain compound and deployed wherever polite institutions hide ugly intentions, Alexander “Al” keeps getting sent into rooms where the wrong person looks perfectly respectable—until you stand close enough to feel what’s underneath.

This time, the trail runs wide and fast: from the corridors of the United Nations, where “humanitarian” logistics can mask something far worse, to Hong Kong, where influence moves in whispers and money has its own gravity. Then comes Monaco, where Al’s cover drops him into luxury and family life so convincingly he starts to want it, until the mission reminds him what it really costs to stay. And in Lagos, glamour, oil-world power, and a real scam hidden inside a thousand fake ones turn the job into a hunt with teeth. Finally, the mission turns brutally personal in Los Angeles, where Al is forced into the most absurd cover of his life - back to high school - to find the hub of a sleeper network before a public nightmare detonates.

But the deeper Al goes, the harder it is to keep his heart out of it. Because Al doesn’t just infiltrate operations, he infiltrates lives. And every mission hands him the same temptation: a woman who is real, a version of normal that almost works…

You Can Still Call Me Al is Book Two in the Call Me Al series: a fast, witty, cinematic blend of spy thriller and romance, where the danger doesn’t end when the mission ends, and the hardest goodbyes are the ones that feel like home.
You Can Call Me Al, Again
He can’t read minds. He just knows when you’re lying, and when the lie is about to get people killed.

Al is nineteen, trained at a remote mountain compound known as the Perch, and working for a small CIA sub-unit run by his formidable Aunt Betty. His edge isn’t a gadget or a gun: Al can sense deceit, cruelty, and “good intentions” that are really danger wearing a smile. It’s a gift that makes him valuable… and makes a normal life nearly impossible.

In Book 3 of the Call Me Al series, Al is thrown into a string of missions that ricochet across the world:

In Brussels, a NATO summit is threatened by high-grade deepfakes designed to push leaders toward escalation. In the shadows, Al and a brilliant cybersecurity specialist uncover a “strategic communications” operator selling panic as a product, until the investigation turns violent.

A narrow escape leads to a brief, fragile calm in Luxembourg, then straight into the heat and corruption of Mexico City, where cartel diplomacy, fentanyl precursor networks, and political ambition collide. Al’s team must navigate polite criminals, respectable officials, and a “peace summit” that hides a brutal power play, while Al’s relationship with Layla, his longtime partner in the field, begins to fracture under the cost of the work.

From there, Al tries to reclaim something resembling normal in France and Monaco, only to stumble into a ruthless kidnapping plot aboard a yacht, forcing him to act fast, trust his instincts, and confront what each mission is making him become.

Finally, the trail turns cold. In Greenland, a referendum with massive geopolitical stakes becomes the target of a covert influence operation. Under the midnight sun, Al and Kaja Holm - half Inuit, half Danish, and far more than a cover story, race to expose a “patriot” who’s quietly selling Greenland’s future to foreign money.

You Can Call Me Al, Again is a witty, cinematic spy thriller packed with high-stakes missions, sharp dialogue, and romance that burns under pressure - an international ride that leaves the door open for Al’s next deployment.
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