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‘Wealth is like seawater. The more you drink, the thirstier you are. The same is true of glory.’ 

— Arthur Schopenhauer

‘The ways of the Lord are infinite. They go even through the butthole.’ 

— Umberto Eco, The Mysterious Flame of Queen Loana

‘Les dettes … sont comme les enfants, que l’on conçoit en joie, et dont avecque peine on fait l’accouchement.’

— Molière, L’Étourdie ou les Contretemps


For my parents, who tried to teach me the easy way


How to use this ebook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue or underlined) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.
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Preface

I’m not sure which was more difficult for me – telling my anti-capitalist, hippie parents that over the previous year I had traded my way from a $12,000 loan into the millionaire class, or telling them eighteen months later that I had lost it all and was facing an egregious amount of debt.

This is the moment I told them about the first part. I stayed the son they thought they knew – a broke freelance journalist willing to live pay cheque to pay cheque to pursue my passion – all the way past the airport security guard who looked at me without really looking at me, through the arrivals hall, baggage claim, and halfway into the parking garage. I’d thought for days about how I would break the news, and when. A video call seemed less intimate, somehow, than disembodied audio. Dinner probably would have been best.

Before we got to the car, I took off my mask and started to chuckle. My smile became wide and wild. Maybe I blurted it out there because it was the kind of news that needed space, needed not to be confined to the inside of a Honda Civic Hybrid with 130,000 miles on the clock and a steering wheel discoloured from years of newspaper print stuck to my father’s morning fingers.

‘So, umm, in the past year I turned $12,000 into $1.2 ­million,’ I said.

They both stopped, confused. My grin was consuming the entirety of my face. 



‘Are you on drugs?’ my mom asked.

My dad said nothing. 

I pulled out my phone, letting my face log me into my investment account. I showed my mom the balance. 

‘Oh my God, are you one of those . . . GameStop people?’ she asks. ‘Is this real? Alexander, that’s not real . . .’

I raised an eyebrow, closed the Charles Schwab app, and reopened it in front of her so that she could see FaceID flick on to confirm my identity. 

‘It’s real, Mom,’ I said, laughing again and pointing to the number in black, that string of seven figures I sometimes gazed at for full minutes at a time. $1,213,717. My dad was still silent, as if I’d suddenly upended his conception of the world and my place in it. 

Some parents might be stunned at first, then swiftly elated. Others might start silently calculating how much their now-rich, only child would have left after paying them back for four years of liberal arts college in New England and two years of graduate school abroad. Some, I guess, might even feel a twinge of envy. I knew that my parents would be feeling none of these things. They would be worried.

My parents – who had taken vows of poverty along with their wedding vows, whose guiding philosophy was to ‘live simply so that others may simply live’. I was born in a favela, a Brazilian shanty town, as a result of my parents’ activism in the late 80s. They owned no property because as ‘war tax resisters’ the government could seize any hypothetical assets in payment for back taxes owed. As a Presbytarian minister and a pro bono lawyer, they had dedicated their careers to low-paying social justice work.

When we got to their home in Cleveland, to the two-bedroom apartment across from Lake Erie where they’d been renting since I was a sophomore in college, we ordered from a Brazilian restaurant for dinner – food that had become part of our family’s traditions after the three years my parents had spent working in the favela of my birth in Recife. Since I was the one adding plates to the online order, I pulled out my wallet to pay. But my parents recoiled at the gesture.

‘We’re the parents,’ my mom protested. ‘We’re supposed to pay.’ So I turned my laptop towards them and let my dad enter his card number. 

If he was afraid that from this point on, he wouldn’t know how to relate to a son who was now rich, he shouldn’t have been. Not of the money, anyway, because within a few months, the bulk of it would be gone. What remained after that would take longer to wisp away – but over the span of a year and a half, the numbers came, danced, disappeared. 

But here’s the thing. Along the way, the money – the dream of it, the obsession with making it, with making more of it – started turning me into kind of an asshole. And what took longer than losing it was un-becoming the asshole those numbers had made me. 

***

This is, of course, partly a 21st-century ‘morality tale’ about what it’s like to trade your way to more than $1 million, get full of yourself and greedy for more, and then spend the next eighteen months slowly losing it while chasing your losses all the way down to nothing. And then figuring out that the way forward into meaning, community, and friendships stacked on love is by learning to let enough be enough. But it’s also about more than just that, more than just me.



 As much as I got wrapped up in my own greed (and quest for internet glory), there were larger forces at work: a social phenomenon I call desperation capitalism. The cherry on top of late-stage capitalism. A two-step danced by the joker and the thief. Riveting and rhythmic, but at the end, offering no real way out, no real relief. Not from student debt, degree inflation, growing inequality, skyrocketing housing costs, and a pervading feeling of economic insecurity. Not for most of a generation that came of age during the 2008 financial crisis, and who developed a deep distrust in financial institutions because of it, and then saw its apocalyptic echo in the Covid pandemic. Not for a generation trying to patch together careers of passion and consequence in a gig economy. Or even just make it at all. 

There is a self-reinforcing nature to this. As faith in the system – or any credible alternatives – collapses, the appetite for risk-taking goes up, as does the feeling of being an individual island in the storm. The pervading sense of unfairness mixed with desperation to find some amount of stability, some way of imagining a future, becomes an inevitable feature of living in the system, and that too impedes our ability to work together to imagine something different. 

Ironically, most of the people engaging in online desperation capitalism aren’t actually the most desperate. They are, as French pop icon Mylène Farmer sang (with no small amount of foreboding) in France’s most-played song of 1991, a ‘disenchanted generation’. A chunk of people who, forty years ago, probably would have been upwardly mobile, but are now stuck. People who have been told meritocracy should benefit them, but find themselves infuriated when only some of them climb to its peaks. When you have nothing, you know that you have nothing, and so you actually have something – all the other people who also have nothing. Desperation capitalism afflicts the people who know there is something rotten in the system, but still think they can work their way up it, or even out of it, if only. It’s not an insane belief, just a desperate one, because some of them, of course, will. 

In the grand scheme of things, other people in other places deserve more efforts of uplift than the run-of-the-mill Western millennial. That doesn’t mean, though, that millennials aren’t mired in their own particular plight, that they aren’t stuck between rising housing costs and wages that haven’t kept pace.

In a world that is more complex than ever and moves faster than ever, the idea that ‘hard work’ and traditional investments will pay off in the end seems, for many, like a scam. Discontent is high, access to financial markets is easy. As a result, millions said fuck it, and embraced capitalism’s ultimate logic: an extreme, individualized, hyper-speed, volatile, every-man-for-himself attempt to trade their way out of the constraints of modern financial precarity. With, of course, a flood of memes along the way.
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