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Run 1
The prompt as the show received it

Jim, an Australian expat in Jerusalem, is considering buying property and is interested in 

the Australian dollar against the Israeli Shekel and the Australian dollar against the US 

dollar. He wants to know how to assess the overall liquidity of currency pairs, find 

standardized measures of volatility, identify support points in rate pairs, and understand 

the primary geopolitical and macroeconomic factors influencing any given currency 

pair.
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GPT-6.1 Sol
Run 1 · 3392 words

CORN Buying a flat is stressful enough without the deposit developing a foreign policy. Jim, 

an Australian expat in Jerusalem, wants to understand the Australian dollar against the Israeli 

shekel and the American dollar before buying property.

HERMAN And he’s asking exactly the right underlying questions: How liquid are these 

currency pairs? How do you compare volatility? Can you identify support levels? And which 

economic and geopolitical forces actually move the exchange rate?

CORN Welcome to My Weird Prompts. I’m Corn, and that’s my brother, Herman Poppleberry. 

Today: how to buy a home without accidentally taking a second job as a currency speculator.

HERMAN There’s an important distinction right at the start. Jim’s eventual obligation is 

probably in shekels. His savings might be in Australian dollars. The Australian dollar against 

the US dollar matters, but it isn’t his final scorecard.

CORN The seller does not accept excellent performance against America.

HERMAN Exactly. If his Australian dollars rise against the US dollar, but the shekel rises even 

more against the US dollar, his Australian dollars still buy fewer shekels. He can be right about 

Australia and still find the apartment more expensive.

CORN So let’s settle one thing immediately: which pair should he watch?

HERMAN Australian dollars against shekels for the actual purchase. Australian dollars against 

US dollars, and US dollars against shekels, to understand why the purchase rate is moving. 

Those two legs are the diagnostic tools.

CORN And let’s not pretend we have a live dealer screen. We’re going to use hypothetical 

exchange rates, not quote today’s market or announce that a particular price is support.

HERMAN Good. Suppose one Australian dollar buys sixty-five US cents, and one US dollar 

buys three point seven shekels. Multiply those numbers. One Australian dollar buys two point 

four zero five shekels, before spreads and fees.

CORN That multiplication is the spine of this episode. Australian dollars into US dollars, then 

dollars into shekels. Even if Jim’s transfer company gives him one Australian dollar to shekel 

quote, those underlying markets help explain it.

HERMAN And the quote direction matters. With Australian dollars against US dollars, a rising 

number means the Australian dollar strengthens. With US dollars against shekels, a rising 

number means the shekel weakens. Write the units beside every chart: shekels per Australian 

dollar, for instance.

CORN A surprisingly effective defence against confidently trading backwards.

HERMAN Now let’s put a property behind the arithmetic. Imagine Jim needs three million 

shekels. At two point four shekels per Australian dollar, that requires one point two five 

million Australian dollars. At two point three, it requires about one point three zero four 

million.
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CORN More than fifty-four thousand Australian dollars extra. Same apartment. Same kitchen 

tap.

HERMAN And that is why his first spreadsheet should show the Australian dollar cost of the 

actual shekel payments at several exchange rates. Not just a chart with a hopeful upward 

arrow. Include taxes, legal fees, transfer costs, and whatever payment timetable the contract 

actually establishes.

CORN I’d go further. Before studying support levels, ask: how far can the rate move against 

me before I can’t complete? That’s a much more useful number than somebody’s price target.

HERMAN Agreed. Though knowing the market structure helps him choose how to execute. 

Let’s take liquidity first. People often equate it with trading volume, but liquidity really means 

being able to transact a given amount promptly, at a competitive price, without moving that 

price much.

CORN A market can be busy and still give you a terrible quote for your particular trade.

HERMAN Yes. There are several dimensions. Tightness is the bid-ask spread. Depth is how 

much can trade near the current price. Immediacy is how quickly you can execute. Resilience 

is how quickly pricing recovers after a large order or shock.

CORN Which of those can Jim actually observe without installing a trading desk next to the 

kettle?

HERMAN Spreads and executable quotes are the practical starting point. Ask several providers, 

at almost the same time, how many shekels will arrive for the exact Australian dollar amount, 

with the same settlement date. That’s much more informative than comparing their advertised 

transfer fees.

CORN Zero fee. Generous exchange-rate imagination.

HERMAN Right. A provider can charge through the exchange rate. Suppose the indicative 

midpoint is two point four shekels per Australian dollar. One provider delivers two point three 

nine five, another two point three seven. On a million Australian dollars, the difference is 

twenty-five thousand shekels.

CORN That’s not rounding. That’s furniture.

HERMAN Compare the all-in outcome, including receiving-bank charges where applicable. 

Also ask how long the quote is valid, whether it is executable for the full amount, and whether 

the amount arriving is guaranteed or only estimated.

CORN And what about the grand, overall liquidity ranking? Jim asked about currency pairs, 

not just which app has the nicest button.

HERMAN The Bank for International Settlements publishes the Triennial Central Bank Survey 

of foreign-exchange turnover. That’s the standard starting point for global turnover by 

currency, instrument, and major pair. Central banks also publish regional surveys. Check the 

survey date rather than treating an old table as current.

CORN Does it give us a clean answer on these two pairs?
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HERMAN A clear relative answer. Australian dollars against US dollars is a major, heavily 

traded pair. Australian dollars against shekels is a much less actively traded cross. But global 

foreign exchange is decentralized, so there isn’t one exchange tape showing every transaction 

or one universal liquidity score.

CORN And turnover in a currency isn’t turnover in every pair containing it.

HERMAN Exactly. Also, distinguish spot from swaps and other instruments. A giant headline 

turnover number that includes foreign-exchange swaps does not tell Jim the spread he’ll pay 

on a spot conversion for a flat.

CORN This feels like a recurring financial trick: the impressive number is technically 

answering a different question.

HERMAN It happens. His direct cross may be priced synthetically through the US dollar. The 

final quote can reflect spreads and risk in both legs, plus the provider’s margin. But he 

shouldn’t assume that personally making two transfers through dollars will be cheaper.

CORN Two opportunities to pay a spread. An ambitious savings strategy.

HERMAN It could occasionally work out better, but compare executable end-to-end quotes. 

Otherwise there are extra fees, settlement timing, and the possibility the second exchange rate 

changes while money is moving.

CORN What would make you suspicious that a provider’s quote is poor because of liquidity 

rather than just a large markup?

HERMAN Compare across providers and trade sizes. If spreads widen sharply for larger 

amounts, that suggests limited accessible depth, although provider limits can contribute. If 

everybody widens during a shock, that’s market stress. If one provider stays expensive while 

others are competitive, that’s probably their pricing or business model.

CORN So Jim can run a modest little experiment: same time, same amount, same destination, 

several quotes. Then repeat at another normal business time.

HERMAN Yes. Australian dollar against US dollar trading is active across major sessions, but 

the shekel leg has its own activity patterns, local holidays, and banking constraints. Ask when 

the provider sees the best executable liquidity for this particular cross. Avoid assuming a 

weekend app quote represents normal market conditions.

CORN Now volatility. Liquidity tells us how expensive the doorway is. Volatility tells us how 

much the floor moves.

HERMAN Nicely put. The standard historical measure is the standard deviation of returns. 

Take a consistent series of daily exchange rates, calculate daily percentage returns, or 

logarithmic returns, then measure their standard deviation over a specified window.

CORN Specified is doing work there.

HERMAN A lot. Twenty trading days describes something different from a year. To compare 

pairs, use the same sampling frequency, observation time, return definition, and lookback 

period. Raw changes in exchange-rate points are not a fair comparison between differently 

scaled quotes.
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CORN A move of point zero one means nothing until you know what it’s a fraction of.

HERMAN Exactly. Daily volatility is commonly annualized by multiplying by the square root 

of roughly two hundred fifty-two trading days. If daily return volatility is half a percent, that’s 

roughly eight percent annualized.

CORN And eight percent annualized does not mean the currency will be eight percent higher 

next year.

HERMAN Nor does it mean it will stay within eight percent. It describes variability under that 

calculation. It isn’t a direction forecast, a maximum loss, or a promise that the statistical 

assumptions will survive the next emergency cabinet meeting.

CORN How does Jim translate it into his three-month property timeline?

HERMAN Under a simple square-root-of-time approximation, eight percent annualized 

volatility corresponds to about four percent over three months. That gives scale, not a reliable 

boundary. Currency returns can have fat tails, volatility clusters, and jumps. Weekends and 

political events are particularly uncooperative with neat distributions.

CORN The contract deadline, meanwhile, remains punctual.

HERMAN I would show Jim rolling one-month and three-month realized volatility, plus a 

longer history and actual worst moves over relevant payment horizons. Add stress scenarios 

rather than trusting one average to describe both quiet markets and crises.

CORN Can he use average true range? It appears on practically every charting platform.

HERMAN Yes, as a supplementary measure. Average true range measures the typical range of 

price movement, including gaps from the previous close. Express it as a percentage of price to 

make comparisons more meaningful. But it isn’t the same statistic as return volatility, and 

different chart feeds may produce different daily ranges.

CORN Especially for a thin cross where the chart looks precise but the executable quote is 

somewhere else.

HERMAN Exactly. Use a reputable data source, consistent timestamps, and watch for stale 

prices. A cross constructed from two live legs can be more informative than a stale direct 

quote, although it still isn’t a promise of the price Jim can transact.

CORN Historical volatility tells us what happened. What tells us what the market expects?

HERMAN Options-implied volatility. It’s inferred from option prices, typically quoted on an 

annualized basis for a specified maturity. One-month and three-month implied volatility can 

show how expensive protection against future moves has become.

CORN Expensive protection is not necessarily an accurate prophecy.

HERMAN Correct. Implied volatility incorporates risk pricing and demand for insurance, not 

just an unbiased forecast. And comparable, publicly accessible options data are much easier to 

find for Australian dollars against US dollars than for the Australian dollar-shekel cross.

CORN Could he just add the volatility of the two dollar legs?
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HERMAN No. Their correlation matters. For the cross, the logarithmic return is the sum of the 

returns on Australian dollars against US dollars and US dollars against shekels. Its variance 

includes both individual variances plus a covariance term.

CORN In ordinary language: sometimes the legs cancel, sometimes they gang up.

HERMAN Precisely. During a global shock, the Australian dollar might fall against the US 

dollar while the shekel also falls against the dollar. Those effects partially offset in the 

Australian dollar-shekel cross. But a strong shekel alongside a weak Australian dollar 

compounds Jim’s problem.

CORN Which is why measuring his actual cross beats guessing from two scary headlines. 

Now, support. This is where someone draws a horizontal line and briefly becomes a prophet.

HERMAN I’m more sympathetic to chart levels than you are. Support is an area where buying 

has previously been strong enough to interrupt a decline. In shekels per Australian dollar, it’s 

a lower zone where the Australian dollar has previously found buyers.

CORN Previously. That word is the entire warranty.

HERMAN True. But repeated reactions can reveal positioning, orders, and attention. For Jim, 

I’d begin with a daily chart covering perhaps a year or two, then look at weekly history. Mark 

meaningful swing lows and zones with several distinct reactions, not every tiny wiggle.

CORN I’ll concede that visible history is useful. I object when a line gets treated like a load-

bearing wall.

HERMAN So do I. It’s a zone, not a force field. Round numbers can attract orders. Moving 

averages, like a two-hundred-day average, can provide context. Neither creates guaranteed 

support. A level tested repeatedly might attract buying, or it might eventually fail as buyers 

are exhausted.

CORN You’ve just described both possible outcomes.

HERMAN Fair criticism. That’s why a useful analysis specifies what would count as failure. For 

example: the market moves decisively through the zone and stays below it, rather than briefly 

touching it. That doesn’t establish a universal trading rule; it makes the interpretation less 

slippery.

CORN I’d still tell Jim not to build his completion plan around that distinction. He needs 

shekels, not vindication from a candlestick.

HERMAN Agreed. Also, if he’s waiting for a better conversion rate, he’s hoping for a higher 

shekels-per-Australian-dollar price. That means resistance above the market may matter as 

much as support below it.

CORN Good correction. “Where could it bounce?” and “Where should I convert?” are not the 

same question.

HERMAN And direct cross support may be less widely watched than levels in the two dollar 

legs. It can still be economically meaningful, but don’t assume enormous pools of orders sit at 

a line just because a charting package lets you draw it.

Run 1  ·  GPT-6.1 Sol 7 / 166



CORN So my verdict: use support to organize scenarios, not to authorize an unaffordable 

gamble.

HERMAN Mine too, though I’d let it inform the timing of a discretionary portion. Not the 

money that must be available to complete.

CORN Let’s get to the forces moving these things. If Jim opens the news tomorrow, how does 

he distinguish a relevant story from fifty people shouting “uncertainty”?

HERMAN Start with expected interest-rate differences. For Australian dollars against US 

dollars, compare the expected paths of the Reserve Bank of Australia and the Federal Reserve. 

Inflation, employment, wages, and growth matter because they change those expectations.

CORN Not simply “Australian rates went up, therefore Australian dollar goes up.”

HERMAN Right. If everyone expected a larger increase, a smaller increase can weaken the 

currency. Markets trade the surprise relative to what was priced, and the implications for 

future policy. A rate decision’s accompanying guidance can matter more than the announced 

rate.

CORN What’s your second Australian-dollar driver?

HERMAN China and commodity demand, particularly the implications for Australian export 

income and the terms of trade. Iron ore is an important example. Chinese construction 

weakness can hurt demand expectations. But “China bad, Australian dollar down” is still too 

crude.

CORN Because the rest of the world inconveniently keeps happening.

HERMAN And because prices may already reflect the bad news. Supply disruptions, fiscal 

stimulus, and changes in other export prices can complicate the story. The Australian dollar 

also often behaves like a risk-sensitive currency, weakening when investors retreat from risk.

CORN While the US dollar can benefit from demand for dollar funding and liquid assets. 

Though not every American problem automatically strengthens America’s currency.

HERMAN Exactly. The source of the shock matters. Watch US yields, Federal Reserve 

expectations, and broad dollar performance. If the Australian dollar falls alongside many 

currencies against the dollar, the story may be predominantly American or global, not 

uniquely Australian.

CORN Now the shekel. In Jerusalem, geopolitical risk isn’t an abstract newsletter category.

HERMAN Security developments can affect the shekel through risk premiums, capital flows, 

investment confidence, fiscal spending, tourism, and expected growth. Escalation, de-

escalation, and the credibility of any durable settlement can all change pricing.

CORN And a currency can strengthen on an awful headline if the market expected something 

worse.

HERMAN Yes. That sounds cold, but it’s necessary to understand market reactions. Prices 

respond to changes in expectations, not a moral score for the news. Watch the actual exchange 

rate, bond yields, and credible reporting rather than assuming the headline dictates direction.

CORN What belongs beside security on Jim’s Israel dashboard?
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HERMAN Bank of Israel policy, inflation, growth, fiscal deficits, government financing needs, 

and confidence in institutions. Sovereign credit-rating changes and outlooks can matter, 

especially when they confirm a broader reassessment of risk. Technology-sector investment 

and foreign capital flows also matter for Israel.

CORN There’s a less obvious mechanism you were excited about before we started. Something 

involving pensions and American shares.

HERMAN Israeli institutional investors hold substantial foreign assets. Their currency hedging 

can link global equity moves to shekel flows. When foreign equity holdings rise in value, an 

institution maintaining a target hedge may sell more foreign currency and buy shekels.

CORN The shekel can move because a pension manager’s spreadsheet got larger.

HERMAN Sometimes, yes. If foreign equities fall, hedge adjustments can work the other way. 

But the effect depends on hedge ratios, actual exposures, and decisions by institutions. It’s a 

mechanism, not a guaranteed daily relationship.

CORN And central-bank intervention?

HERMAN Important. The Bank of Israel has intervened in foreign exchange, including 

announcing a dollar-selling program during the shock in October twenty twenty-three. That 

historical example shows why foreign reserves and official policy announcements belong in 

the analysis. It does not establish a permanent exchange-rate floor.

CORN Even the central bank has not signed Jim’s purchase contract.

HERMAN Nor does a large reserve stock tell you exactly when intervention will happen. For 

any pair, ask the same questions: Is the exchange rate floating or managed? Are capital flows 

restricted? Who needs to buy or sell this currency, and under what conditions?

CORN Let’s give Jim a workable routine. Not twenty screens. He presumably also has to 

inspect plumbing.

HERMAN One page. At the top: shekel amounts and payment dates, available Australian 

dollars, and the exchange rate that would exhaust his budget cushion. Then current executable 

all-in quotes from two or three credible providers.

CORN Below that, a chart of shekels per Australian dollar, with a few relevant zones. Beside it, 

the two dollar legs, so he can see which side is moving.

HERMAN Then consistent realized-volatility measures and a calendar of Australian, US, and 

Israeli central-bank decisions and major data releases. Add a short note on the dominant 

current driver. “US rates repricing” is more useful than collecting every geopolitical headline.

CORN What about practical execution? This is where perfectly good financial analysis meets a 

bank asking for a document on Friday afternoon.

HERMAN Start onboarding early. Confirm transfer limits, source-of-funds requirements, 

beneficiary details, settlement dates, and local banking holidays. Verify payment instructions 

through an independently trusted channel. A large transfer delayed by compliance checks can 

matter more than a beautifully timed conversion.

CORN Liquidity includes whether the money can actually reach the seller.
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HERMAN Strictly speaking that’s also operational and settlement risk, but for Jim’s outcome, 

absolutely. Ask his lawyer what must be paid, when, in which currency, and whether any 

amounts can change through contractual indexation. Don’t infer the legal timetable from the 

estate agent’s enthusiasm.

CORN Finally, should he convert everything now, wait, or stagger it?

HERMAN We don’t know his deadline, reserves, or tolerance for a shortfall, so there isn’t one 

honest allocation. But I would match firm, near-term shekel obligations with shekels, or 

investigate locking the relevant rate. Waiting unhedged is a currency position whether he calls 

himself a trader or not.

CORN My preference is to separate the committed money from the optional money. Secure 

what would wreck the purchase if the rate moved against him. Then he can be selective with 

whatever genuinely has flexibility.

HERMAN Staggered conversions can reduce dependence on one execution date, although they 

don’t guarantee a better average rate. A forward contract can fix an exchange rate for a future 

payment, subject to provider access, collateral or credit terms, and contractual obligations.

CORN And the forward rate isn’t the provider’s forecast.

HERMAN Correct. It largely reflects spot and the currencies’ interest-rate differential, with 

market pricing adjustments and provider costs. If the property purchase falls through, the 

forward may still exist, and unwinding it can cost money. Match the hedge to an obligation he 

genuinely expects to have.

CORN Options offer flexibility, but there’s a premium, and complex “zero-cost” products 

deserve serious suspicion if Jim can’t explain their worst outcome himself.

HERMAN Entirely agreed. For this purpose, boring is good. Competitive execution, transparent 

terms, and enough certainty to complete the purchase beat an elaborate strategy whose main 

achievement is making the brochure thicker.

CORN So we do have a settled answer. Watch the Australian dollar-shekel cross for the home, 

use the dollar legs to diagnose it, and judge liquidity with executable quotes rather than a 

decorative global volume number.

HERMAN Measure volatility consistently, treat support as conditional, and follow policy 

expectations and capital flows alongside geopolitical developments. Most importantly, choose 

how much currency risk the purchase can actually withstand before deciding how much to 

leave open.

CORN Jim, may your exchange spread be narrow and your surveyor thorough.

HERMAN And may the surprise costs come from neither.

CORN That’s My Weird Prompts. Thanks for listening.

HERMAN See you next time.
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Muse Spark 1.3
Run 1 · 3970 words

CORN Our producer Daniel forwarded one with actual money on the line, so no pressure.

HERMAN Yeah, this is from Jim, an Australian expat living in Jerusalem, thinking about buying 

property there. He is watching the Australian dollar against the shekel and the Australian 

dollar against the American dollar.

CORN Big decision energy.

HERMAN Right. And he asks four very specific things. How do you assess overall liquidity of 

currency pairs, how do you find standardized measures of volatility, how do you identify 

support points in rate pairs, and what are the primary geopolitical and macroeconomic factors 

that move any given pair.

CORN He wants a toolkit, not a horoscope.

HERMAN Exactly. So let us build him one, using his two pairs as the test cases. And Jim, 

standard disclaimer from a donkey and a sloth, we are not financial advisers, this is education 

for a podcast, talk to a licensed adviser before you move house sized money.

CORN Especially house sized.

HERMAN So first, liquidity. What does it even mean in foreign exchange.

CORN Can I sell fast without moving the price.

HERMAN Perfect. That is it. A liquid pair means you can trade a lot, quickly, at a tight price, 

without your own order shoving the market. An illiquid pair means even a modest order 

causes slippage, the price jumps away from you, and the cost to trade is higher.

CORN Like trying to sell an apartment in one day.

HERMAN Great analogy. So how does Jim actually assess it. There are four practical lenses, 

and they all agree on his two pairs. First is bid ask spread, the gap between the buy price and 

the sell price your broker or bank shows you.

CORN The toll booth.

HERMAN Yes. For the Aussie dollar against the American dollar, that spread on a normal day 

with a decent broker is tiny, often a fraction of a pip, like one to two pips or even less than one 

pip on an E C N account. I am not sure about the exact number right this second because 

spreads move with time of day, but that order of magnitude is right.

CORN Pennies on a freeway.

HERMAN For the Aussie dollar against the shekel, it is a different universe. Most retail 

platforms do not even quote it directly. You get quoted Aussie against American, and 

American against shekel, and your bank does the cross in the back office and charges you 

twice. The effective spread can be ten, twenty, fifty times wider, plus a conversion fee. If Jim 

sees his Israeli bank offering to convert Aussie dollars straight to shekels, that wide spread is 

the illiquidity tax made visible.

CORN Paying for rarity.
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HERMAN Second lens is turnover, actual volume traded. The gold standard is the Bank for 

International Settlements triennial survey, last full one was April twenty twenty two, next full 

results come after April twenty twenty five. In twenty twenty two, the American dollar was on 

one side of about eighty eight percent of all foreign exchange trades, the Aussie dollar was on 

one side of about six to seven percent, the shekel was way down around zero point four 

percent or so.

CORN Donkey remembers numbers.

HERMAN I read papers, it is a sickness. But the implication is clean. Aussie against American is 

a major, top five most traded in the world, hundreds of billions of American dollars a day in 

that pair alone. Aussie against shekel is an exotic cross, tiny daily turnover, mostly handled by 

a few banks in Sydney, London and Tel Aviv. So one is an ocean, one is a rock pool.

CORN Bring floaties for one.

HERMAN Third lens is market depth and trading hours. Aussie against American trades 

basically twenty four hours a day, five days a week, from Sydney open Sunday evening 

Greenwich Mean Time through New York close Friday. Tightest when London and New York 

overlap, roughly twelve noon to four p m London time. Thinnest at rollover, around ten p m 

London time, and on holidays.

CORN I know thin. I am slow after ten.

HERMAN You are slow before ten too. But for Aussie against shekel, depth is patchy. Outside 

Israeli business hours, Sunday to Thursday plus Friday morning, and outside Sydney hours, 

there may be almost no direct market makers. So if Jim hits convert at midnight Jerusalem 

time on a Saturday, which is Shabbat, he is trading when Tel Aviv is closed and Sydney is 

asleep. The price will be stale and wide.

CORN Saturday night slippage special.

HERMAN Exactly. And fourth lens is price impact. You can watch this yourself. Put in a small 

test transfer quote for, say, one thousand Aussie dollars to shekels versus one thousand Aussie 

dollars to American dollars, then ask for a quote for fifty thousand. For Aussie to American, 

the rate per unit barely moves. For Aussie to shekel, the rate often gets worse as size goes up. 

That degradation is illiquidity.

CORN So how should Jim use this for a house.

HERMAN My take is do not convert Aussie straight to shekels in one heroic lifesaving leap. 

Stage it. Aussie to American is cheap and deep, American to shekel is much more liquid than 

Aussie to shekel because America to shekel is quoted by every bank that deals with Israel. 

Sometimes doing two liquid hops is cheaper than one exotic hop, even with two spreads, but 

he has to compare live quotes all in, including fees.

CORN Two buses beat one camel.

HERMAN That is weirdly accurate. And for timing large payments like a deposit, do it during 

overlap hours on a normal weekday, not Friday afternoon or holidays, and use limit orders or 

a foreign exchange broker that gives firm quotes, not a credit card style mystery rate. Corn, 

what is your pushback here.
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CORN You make liquid sound safe. It is cheap, not safe.

HERMAN Fair, important distinction. Liquidity is about cost to trade, not about whether the 

price will hurt you. Aussie against American is super cheap to trade and can still fall ten 

percent in a risk panic and wreck a property budget. Cheap exit, fast car, still a cliff.

CORN Fast cliff, cheap brakes.

HERMAN Nice. So that is liquidity. Want to do volatility next.

CORN Hit me with standard fear gauges.

HERMAN Okay, Jim asked for standardized measures of volatility. He does not want vibes, he 

wants numbers he can compare. There are two families, backward looking and forward 

looking.

CORN History versus fortune telling.

HERMAN Yes. Backward looking starts with historical volatility, usually quoted as an 

annualized standard deviation of daily returns. So you take daily percentage changes for, say, 

the last twenty days or sixty days or one year, calculate the standard deviation, multiply by 

the square root of two hundred fifty two trading days to annualize it.

CORN Math in a property chat.

HERMAN It matters. For example, historically Aussie against American often runs something 

like eight to twelve percent annualized volatility in calm periods, spiking to fifteen to twenty 

percent or more in crises. I am not sure about the exact print today, Jim would need to pull it 

live, but that range is typical. Aussie against shekel will usually print higher because you are 

combining Aussie wobble plus shekel wobble.

CORN Double wobble, double trouble.

HERMAN The trader friendly version of the same idea is Average True Range, A T R. Wilder 

created it in the seventies. It tells you the average daily wiggle in price points over the last, 

usually, fourteen days. So if fourteen day A T R on Aussie against American is, say, zero point 

seven American cents, that means on a normal day it moves about two thirds of a cent. Jim 

can use that to set expectations. If his Jerusalem deposit is due in thirty days, multiply.

CORN How nervous should I be today.

HERMAN Exactly, in one number. Most charting sites, TradingView, Yahoo Finance, investing 

sites, will show historical volatility and A T R for Aussie against American for free. For Aussie 

against shekel you may have to calculate it yourself in a spreadsheet because free coverage is 

thin. That thinness itself is a signal.

CORN No data is data.

HERMAN Well said. Then forward looking volatility is implied volatility from options. When 

banks price currency options, they embed a guess about future wiggle. That guess is quoted as 

a percentage. One month implied vol, three month, one year. For Aussie against American, one 

month implied vol might be around eight to ten percent in calm times, higher before central 

bank meetings. For shekel crosses, implied vol is structurally higher and jumps hard on 

security news.
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CORN Paying extra for scary unknowns.

HERMAN Yes. And there are standardized indices. For foreign exchange broadly there is the 

Deutsche Bank Currency Volatility Index, often called C V I X, which aggregates implied vol 

across major pairs. It is not pair specific, but if C V I X is high, all pairs including Jim's will be 

jumpier and spreads wider. For fear generally there is the V I X for American stocks, which 

correlates with Aussie weakness because Aussie is risk on.

CORN When stocks sneeze, Aussie catches cold.

HERMAN That is exactly the mechanism, we will get to that. Practically, what should Jim do. 

Pick one lookback, like sixty day historical vol, and one forward gauge, like three month 

implied vol if his broker shows it, and track them weekly in the same spreadsheet as the 

exchange rate. Do not mix ten different indicators. And normalize. A zero point eight cent 

daily move sounds small until you multiply by four hundred thousand Aussie dollars for a 

down payment.

CORN Small percent, big apartment.

HERMAN Right. Example. Say Jim is bringing three hundred thousand Aussie dollars. If Aussie 

against shekel moves two percent against him in a month, which is totally normal, that is six 

thousand Aussie dollars of purchasing power gone, or roughly twenty thousand shekels 

depending on the rate. That is not a rounding error, that is kitchen cabinets.

CORN Ouch in any currency.

HERMAN So for hedging, volatility tells you the price of insurance. A forward contract that 

locks a rate for three months will cost roughly the interest rate differential plus a spread, and 

options cost more when implied vol is high. If vol is high, locking in feels expensive because it 

is expensive. That is when staging purchases or using limit orders matters more.

CORN Insurance costs most in a storm.

HERMAN Seven words, very Corn. Okay, third question, support points. This is technical 

analysis language. Jim wants to identify support points in rate pairs.

CORN Floors where falling prices bounce.

HERMAN Yes, floors, but better to think of them as zones where buyers have shown up before, 

not magic lines. Support is a price area where demand previously overcame supply and the 

downtrend paused or reversed. Resistance is the ceiling opposite. For someone converting for 

a house, support and resistance help time tranches, not predict destiny.

CORN Maps, not prophecies.

HERMAN Exactly. So how do you find them without astrology. Method one, prior swing lows 

and highs on weekly and daily charts. Look back one to two years. Mark where Aussie against 

American bounced at least twice. Those old lows, like round numbers such as sixty American 

cents, sixty five, seventy, become psychological support because option barriers, bank orders, 

and human memory cluster there.

CORN Everyone remembers round pain.
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HERMAN Method two, moving averages. The two hundred day moving average is watched by 

macro funds. If price is above it, dips to it often act as support. The fifty day is faster. When 

price slices clean through with high volume, that old support often flips to resistance.

CORN Trapdoor becomes ceiling.

HERMAN Method three, Fibonacci retracements, thirty eight point two percent, fifty percent, 

sixty one point eight percent of a prior big move. I am skeptical of the mysticism, I am not 

sure about this part, but I think they work partly because everyone draws the same lines and 

acts on them, self fulfilling.

CORN Everyone brings same map.

HERMAN Method four, for exotic crosses like Aussie against shekel, derive it. Since direct chart 

history can be gappy, triangulate. Aussie against shekel equals Aussie against American 

multiplied by American against shekel. So support in Aussie against shekel is usually just 

support in one of those two legs breaking. If American against shekel spikes because of risk 

news, Aussie against shekel can fall even if Aussie against American is flat.

CORN Blame the middleman.

HERMAN Always check the middleman. Practical routine for Jim. Open a weekly chart of 

Aussie against American. Draw horizontal lines at the last three major lows. Note the two 

hundred day average. Then open American against shekel weekly, same thing, prior highs are 

what matter because a higher American against shekel means a weaker shekel. Then do the 

math for his target. Say he needs, purely as an illustration, two shekels and twenty agorot per 

Aussie dollar to make his budget work. He can see how far price is from recent support and 

set alerts ten to twenty pips above.

CORN Do not stare, set alarms.

HERMAN Yes. And use orders. A limit order to convert a tranche if price rallies to resistance 

turned support, and a stop style alert if it breaks support, so he converts early before it slides 

further. But here is my strong opinion, and push me on this, Corn. For a homebuyer, 

fundamentals and cash flow timing beat chart magic. Support helps you avoid buying at the 

worst hour of the worst day, it does not tell you where the pair will be in six months.

CORN Charts help shopping, not settling.

HERMAN That is better than my paragraph. What do you think, is support useless for Jim.

CORN Useful for slices, useless for loaf.

HERMAN Explain.

CORN If converting in chunks, levels help. If buying a home to live in, life decides.

HERMAN I concede that, with one tweak. Life decides, but leverage punishes bad timing. If Jim 

is short Aussie and long a Jerusalem signing date, a break of support with two weeks to close 

can force him to bring extra tens of thousands. So charts plus a hedge plan matter more close 

to payment dates, less a year out.

CORN Closer the signing, tighter the seatbelt.
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HERMAN Exactly. Common mistakes to avoid. Do not draw twenty lines, you will see what 

you want. Three clean zones max. Do not switch timeframes to confirm a bias. And do not 

treat a touch as a bounce until you get a daily close back above. Wicks lie.

CORN Wicks lie. Noted.

HERMAN Okay, fourth and biggest, what actually moves these pairs. Geopolitical and 

macroeconomic factors.

CORN Why money dances.

HERMAN Let us take Aussie against American first, then American against shekel, then 

combine for Aussie against shekel. Aussie is a classic pro cyclical commodity currency, risk on. 

When global growth is strong and investors feel brave, money flows into Australia for yield 

and iron ore and it rises. When fear hits, it falls fast.

CORN Party currency, hangover included.

HERMAN Perfect. Driver one is interest rate differentials, Reserve Bank of Australia versus the 

Federal Reserve. If the Fed is cutting while the R B A holds, American yields fall relative to 

Aussie yields, and Aussie against American tends to rise, all else equal. Jim should watch not 

just the cash rate decisions, eight times a year for the R B A, eight F O M C meetings, but the 

two year government bond spread. That spread moves daily and leads the currency.

CORN Follow the yield breadcrumbs.

HERMAN Driver two is China and commodities. Australia exports huge amounts of iron ore, L 

N G, coal to China. A specific person doing a specific thing, like a steel mill manager in Hebei 

cutting orders because property construction slowed, shows up weeks later as lower iron ore 

prices, say from one hundred twenty American dollars a tonne down to ninety, weaker 

Australian export revenues, and a softer Aussie. It is that direct.

CORN Rocks move money.

HERMAN Driver three is risk sentiment and the American dollar smile. In global panic, 

everyone buys American dollars for safety, so Aussie against American drops even if Australia 

did nothing wrong. In strong global boom, American dollar also can be soft because money 

leaves safety. Aussie shines in the middle, steady growth, high commodity prices.

CORN Guilty by association.

HERMAN Driver four is domestic Australian data, jobs, inflation, retail sales. A hot quarterly C 

P I print, say trimmed mean above three percent, makes R B A hawkish bets rise and lifts 

Aussie. A weak jobs report does the opposite.

CORN Numbers with accents.

HERMAN Now the shekel side. The shekel is a small, open, tech heavy currency with a strong 

central bank but outsized geopolitical beta. Driver one is Bank of Israel policy and inflation. 

The Bank of Israel targets one to three percent inflation. It intervened massively in foreign 

exchange historically to tame shekel strength to protect exporters, holding over two hundred 

billion American dollars in reserves at peaks. So unlike most majors, there is a big player who 

sometimes steps in.
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CORN A whale with a flag.

HERMAN Great image. Driver two is the current account and tech flows. Israel exports 

software, chips, cybersecurity, plus natural gas from Leviathan and Tamar fields. When 

Nasdaq is strong and Israeli startups raise and repatriate dollars, that dollar selling supports 

the shekel. When tech funding freezes, that support fades. A specific scene, a Herzliya 

cybersecurity firm closing a fifty million American dollar funding round and converting 

payroll to shekels, is tiny alone but thousands of those move the market.

CORN Startups pay rent in shekels.

HERMAN Driver three, and this dominates for Jim, is security and political risk. War, escalation 

in Gaza or Lebanon or with Iran, judicial overhaul protests, coalition instability, these trigger 

shekel depreciation and higher implied vol, fast. After October seventh twenty twenty three, 

for example, the shekel fell sharply and the Bank of Israel announced a program to sell up to 

thirty billion American dollars to stabilize it. I am not sure about the intraday low to the pip, 

but the direction and intervention are well documented.

CORN Fear prices instantly.

HERMAN Yes. And it cuts both ways. Ceasefires, hostage deals, de escalation, or credible fiscal 

restraint can cause violent shekel rallies as hedges unwind. That whiplash is why Aussie 

against shekel volatility is higher than either leg alone. Driver four is American factors 

mirrored, because American against shekel is half the cross. Strong American jobs and sticky 

inflation mean higher for longer Fed, strong American dollar globally, which usually pushes 

American against shekel up, meaning shekel weaker, unless Israeli risk is calming at the same 

time.

CORN Tug of war with two ropes.

HERMAN Exactly. So combine for Aussie against shekel. Think of it as risk appetite times 

China times Israel risk. If China stimulates and iron ore rallies, Aussie leg helps Jim, he gets 

more shekels per Aussie. If regional tension spikes, shekel leg usually weakens, which 

ironically also gives him more shekels per Aussie because shekel is cheaper, but Israeli 

property sellers may raise shekel prices or demand dollar linkage to compensate for inflation 

and risk.

CORN Currency win, house loss.

HERMAN That is the crucial Jerusalem twist. Many Israeli sellers, especially in Jerusalem and 

Tel Aviv, think in shekels but watch the American dollar. Some contracts are shekel 

denominated with American dollar linkage clauses or just psychologically sticky to American 

dollar values. So Jim cannot just cheer a weak shekel. He has to ask his lawyer, is the price 

fixed in shekels, is there linkage, when is the final payment indexed to the consumer price 

index or construction index.

CORN Read the contract, not just charts.

HERMAN Yes. And macro affects mortgages too. If he borrows in Israel, Bank of Israel rates 

drive his monthly payment. If he keeps his loan in Australia against Aussie income, then 
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exchange moves are his mortgage moves. A ten percent fall in Aussie against shekel is a ten 

percent hike in his effective house price.

CORN Same house, new price.

HERMAN So what is our position, what should Jim actually do. Here is my framework, tell me 

where I am wrong. One, decide the home timeline first. If buying within three to six months, 

prioritize certainty over cleverness. Get quotes from two foreign exchange specialists plus his 

bank, compare all in cost, and hedge fifty to seventy percent of the needed shekels with 

forwards once the price and date are fairly firm.

CORN Certainty beats clever.

HERMAN Two, tranche the rest. Split the remaining exposure into, say, three equal parts, 

convert one at spot now, place limit orders for the other two near recent resistance zones we 

talked about, with expiry before the closing date. That way support levels become action, not 

decoration.

CORN Automate patience.

HERMAN Three, keep an emergency buffer of five to ten percent in low risk cash because 

volatility math says a two standard deviation move before closing is possible. Four, do not 

speculate to fund the deposit. No leverage, no exotic options unless an adviser structures it. 

The goal is a home in Jerusalem, not a trading story.

CORN Homes first, trades never.

HERMAN I mostly agree with myself there. My disagreement with the pure chart crowd is they 

would tell Jim to wait for perfect support. I would tell him if the property is right and the 

monthly payment works at current rates plus a stress test of Aussie ten percent weaker, 

proceed and manage the noise. Currency timing should not veto a life move, but it should 

shape staging.

CORN Do not let pips pick your street.

HERMAN Lovely. And my disagreement with pure fundamentalists who say purchasing power 

parity will save you. P P P says exchange rates should equalize price levels over years, Big Mac 

style. True over a decade, useless for a March closing. Interest parity same, great textbook, 

thin comfort when rockets reshape risk premia overnight.

CORN Textbooks do not close escrow.

HERMAN Exactly. Quick recap for Jim in plain language, no new theory. Liquidity, check 

spreads, turnover from B I S, hours, and size impact. Aussie American is deep and cheap, 

Aussie shekel is thin and pricey, consider two hops during liquid hours. Volatility, track sixty 

day history and A T R plus implied vol and the currency vol index for regime. Translate 

percent into shekels for his deposit size. Support, use weekly swing lows, two hundred day 

average, a couple Fibonacci zones, derive Aussie shekel from its two legs, use limits and alerts. 

Drivers, for Aussie American watch Fed versus R B A, two year spread, China steel demand, 

iron ore, risk mood. For shekel watch Bank of Israel, tech flows, Nasdaq, and above all security 

and political risk plus whether his contract has dollar linkage.
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CORN That was the whole toolkit in one breath.

HERMAN I got excited. One last Jerusalem specific tip. Because Israel's workweek is Sunday to 

Thursday, and Australia is Monday to Friday, the only clean overlap for bank wires and 

forward settlements is Monday to Thursday Jerusalem time. A Friday deposit deadline in 

Jerusalem means the Aussie side must move by Thursday. Plan two business days early, get 

written confirmation of value date, and confirm who bears rate movement between signing 

and final registration, the tabo process.

CORN Thursday is the real Friday.

HERMAN Yes. Jim, good luck. Buying in Jerusalem as an Aussie is brave and wonderful. Lock 

the parts you can, respect the parts you cannot, and keep some powder dry for that whiplash 

where good news for peace is suddenly bad news for your exchange rate because the shekel 

surges.

CORN Peace rally, budget pain.

HERMAN That reversal is exactly the kind of callback I wanted. Early we said a weak shekel 

helps the buyer, late we learn a strong shekel on peace can hurt the buyer but help the new 

neighbor. Currency irony in one city.

CORN Still cheaper than regret.

HERMAN Well put. Shall we sign off.

CORN Jim, send photos. Preferably not of spreadsheets.

HERMAN Send spreadsheets too, I love them. Thanks for writing in, and thanks everyone for 

listening to My Weird Prompts. We will be back next week with another prompt from Daniel 

or a listener.

CORN Bring money questions. We bring opinions.
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CORN Jim in Jerusalem wants to buy property, and the two numbers haunting him are the 

Australian dollar against the shekel and the Australian dollar against the US dollar. So he 

wants a method, not a tip.

HERMAN Liquidity, a standard way to measure volatility, how you even find a support point, 

and the macro and geopolitical stuff that actually moves a pair. That is a proper brief. I like Jim 

already.

CORN An Australian expat pricing a flat in shekels while his savings still think in dollars. The 

currency is the house he has not bought yet.

HERMAN And those two pairs are not the same animal. Aussie-dollar against the US dollar is 

one of the deep pools in global foreign exchange. Aussie against the shekel is a cross most 

dealers will price, and few will love.

CORN Love is not a liquidity metric.

HERMAN Spreads are. Volume is. Whether you can get out at three in the morning without 

donating a month of rent to the bid-ask. We should start there, because everything else Jim 

wants, vol, support, a story about China or the Bank of Israel, sits on top of whether the 

market is actually there.

CORN Walk me through how you would score a pair before you care what the chart says.

HERMAN Four things, and I would make him write them down. First, the quoted spread, in the 

size he actually needs, at the hour he will trade. A tenth of a pip on a million US dollars of 

Aussie-dollar during London-New York overlap is a different market from twenty or thirty 

pips on an Aussie-shekel clip when Sydney is asleep and Tel Aviv has gone home. I am not 

quoting him a live spread. I do not have his broker's book. The point is he measures his, not a 

textbook's.

CORN Second?

HERMAN Turnover. The Bank for International Settlements does a triennial survey of global 

foreign-exchange turnover. Last full one I trust as a benchmark, twenty twenty-two, put daily 

turnover around seven and a half trillion US dollars. The US dollar was on one side of the vast 

majority of that. The Australian dollar's share of global turnover was on the order of six 

percent. It is a major. The shekel's share is a rounding error next to that. I would not swear to 

the second decimal on the shekel without the table in front of me. Order of magnitude is 

enough. Aussie-dollar is a highway. Aussie-shekel is a lane that sometimes has a goat in it.

CORN You would know the goat.

HERMAN Third is depth, not just the top of book. Can he lift five hundred thousand Australian 

dollars of shekels without the price walking away from him? Retail platforms hide that. A 

bank or a prime broker will show it if he asks, in the size that matches a deposit, not a holiday. 

Fourth is the clock. Sydney, Tokyo, London, New York. Aussie-dollar is alive whenever any of 

those are open, and especially when London and New York overlap. The shekel's natural hours 
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are the Israeli business day, with a nod to London. Outside that, the cross is often just two legs 

glued together, Aussie-dollar and dollar-shekel, and he pays both spreads plus whatever the 

dealer adds for the bother.

CORN So overall liquidity is not a vibe. It is spread, size, time, and whether anyone else is 

bored enough to take the other side.

HERMAN And a fifth thing people forget. Can he hedge it later? Forwards, options, a rolling 

hedge if the purchase is months away. Aussie-dollar forwards are a commodity. The points are 

tight, the dates are standard, one week, one month, three months, a year. Aussie-shekel 

forwards exist in the interbank market because you can synthesize them from the two dollar 

legs, covered-interest style, but the all-in price he sees at a retail broker may be ugly. If the 

hedge costs him more than the move he is afraid of, the hedge is theatre.

CORN Theatre with a worse ticket price.

HERMAN I would have him pull, for one normal week, the spread on both pairs at three times 

of day. Sydney morning, London open, and the dead zone, say late New York. Same notional. 

Write the numbers. That single exercise tells him more about liquidity than any article titled is 

the Aussie cheap.

CORN What about standardized volatility. He asked for measures, not a feeling that it has 

been jumpy.

HERMAN The workhorse is historical, or realized, volatility. Take daily log returns. That is the 

natural log of today's rate over yesterday's. Standard deviation of those returns. Then 

annualize. For daily data, multiply by the square root of about two hundred and fifty-two, the 

trading-day convention. Some people use three hundred and sixty-five. He should pick one 

and not mix them when he compares pairs. A one-month window and a three-month window, 

side by side. One-month tells him the weather. Three-month tells him the climate.

CORN Log returns so a move up and the same move down do not lie about the size.

HERMAN Exactly. And he should do it on the pair he will actually hold. Aussie-shekel 

volatility is not Aussie-dollar volatility plus shekel-dollar volatility. The cross variance is 

variance of Aussie-dollar, plus variance of dollar-shekel, minus twice the covariance. If the two 

dollar legs move together, some of the noise cancels. If they move apart, the cross is louder 

than either leg. I have seen people budget for the liquid pair and then get surprised by the 

cross. The covariance term is the whole plot twist.

CORN Plot twist. Finance's favorite genre.

HERMAN Implied volatility is the other standard, and it is better when he can get it, because it 

is the market's price of future movement, not a rear-view mirror. Aussie-dollar options are 

listed and heavily traded over the counter. One-month and three-month at-the-money implied 

vol are quoted in vol points, annualized, same units as the historical number, so he can 

compare them. If implied sits well above realized, the market is paying up for something it 

thinks is coming. Risk reversals, the price of a call versus a put at the same delta, tell him the 

skew. Aussie risk reversals often price more fear of a fall than of a rally, because the Aussie is a 

risk-on currency. When equities sneeze, Aussie-dollar often catches it.
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CORN And the shekel pair?

HERMAN I am less sure he will find a clean, public implied-vol surface on Aussie-shekel at a 

retail login. Dollar-shekel options exist, the Bank of Israel world is not a desert, but the cross 

option may be a dealer construct. If he cannot see implied vol, he should not invent it. Stick to 

realized vol on the cross, and implied on the two liquid legs, and remember he is not holding 

the legs. He is holding the difference.

CORN Other names he will trip over. Average true range. Bollinger bands. The alphabet of 

people who want a number by Friday.

HERMAN Average true range is fine as a range tool, in pips or in shekels per Aussie dollar, not 

as a volatility percentage. Bollinger bandwidth is a scaled standard deviation. None of those 

are more standardized than annualized standard deviation of log returns. If he wants one 

sentence for a spreadsheet, that is the sentence. Window, annualization factor, and whether he 

is using close-to-close or something fancier like Parkinson, which uses high and low. Close-to-

close is enough unless he is writing a paper. I am not sure the high-low estimators earn their 

keep for a man buying an apartment.

CORN Herman Poppleberry declines to overfit a flat.

HERMAN Proudly. One caution. Shekel prints can gap over the weekend or around a holiday 

when Israel is shut and Australia is not, or the reverse. A realized-vol number that assumes 

continuous hours will understate the jump risk. He should look at the worst five daily moves 

in the last two years, not just the standard deviation. Standard deviation is an average of 

surprises. The deposit is exposed to one surprise.

CORN Support points. This is where people start drawing lines and calling them physics.

HERMAN And I will fight him a little, if he is listening. A support point is not a law. It is a 

place where, last time, more buyers showed up than sellers, or where a story made people 

think they should. Jim asked how to identify them. There is a technical way and a 

fundamental way, and I trust the second more, with the first as a map of where other people 

might cluster.

CORN Give him the map anyway. He asked.

HERMAN Technically. Prior swing lows on a weekly chart, not a five-minute chart. He is 

buying property, not a scalp. Round numbers, because humans herd. For Aussie-dollar, levels 

like sixty-five US cents, sixty, fifty-five, have been arguments in public for years. I am not 

saying any of those is support today. I am saying if the rate is near a round number that has 

turned price before, the order book gets crowded, and crowded books can hold or can break 

louder. The two-hundred-day moving average is another crowd magnet. Fibonacci 

retracements are popular and, in my view, mostly a shared superstition. They work when 

enough people use them, which is a sociological fact, not a geometric one.

CORN A superstition with a fan club.

HERMAN Precisely. So if he marks them, he marks them as where stops might sit, not as where 

value lives. The fundamental supports are more interesting, and harder. Purchasing-power 

parity gives a very slow notion of fair value. The OECD and others publish PPP-implied 
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exchange rates. They are lousy trading signals over a year and less lousy over a decade. 

Interest-rate differentials matter faster. If Australian yields sit well above US yields, global 

money has a reason to hold Aussie and fund in dollars, which leans on the spot rate upward, 

all else equal. All else is never equal. That is the carry trade, and it unwinds in a heap when 

volatility spikes, because the carry is a few percent and the spot move can be ten in a bad 

month.

CORN So the support from higher Aussie rates is a trapdoor with a rug on it.

HERMAN I would not put the deposit on that rug alone. For the shekel, the nearest thing to an 

official floor has, at times, been the Bank of Israel. They have intervened, bought dollars, 

leaned against shekel strength when exporters were screaming, and they have also let the 

currency take the strain when inflation or a shock argued for it. I do not have their current 

intervention playbook memorized to the last statement. The method for Jim is to read the last 

few Bank of Israel minutes and any stated discomfort with the level, not to assume a line in 

the sand that will be defended with infinite reserves. Central banks run out of political 

appetite before they run out of shekels they can print. They do not run out of dollars they 

might need to sell.

CORN That is the useful distinction. They can always make more of their own. The other 

currency is the scarce one.

HERMAN Yes. So a support point that depends on them selling dollars has a finite back. A 

support point that depends on them buying dollars, weakening the shekel, is easier for them 

to sustain. Jim should know which way his fear points. If he needs shekels and he is afraid the 

Aussie falls against the shekel, he is afraid of shekel strength or Aussie weakness or both. 

Bank of Israel buying dollars would be working with him, in that scenario. A shock that makes 

people dump shekels would be working against a shekel-holder, which is the other side of his 

trade if he has already converted.

CORN Let us do the forces properly, pair by pair. Aussie against the US dollar first. What 

actually drives it, if we refuse to say sentiment and wave our hands.

HERMAN Commodity prices, and not in a vague way. Iron ore, coal, liquefied natural gas. 

Australia's terms of trade swing with what China and the rest of Asia pay for those. Iron ore is 

the loud one. When the ore price falls hard, the Aussie has a habit of following, with a lag and 

with noise, because the currency is how the world prices Australia's external income. I would 

not claim a stable beta. I would say if Jim sees iron ore down twenty percent and the Aussie 

unmoved, he should be suspicious of the unmoved part, not comforted.

CORN China is the customer. Not a metaphor.

HERMAN The customer, the construction cycle, and the policy mood in Beijing. A weak 

Chinese property sector is not a sidebar for this pair. It is upstream of the ore price. Aussie 

employment and the Reserve Bank of Australia's cash rate are the domestic half. The RBA is 

an inflation-targeting central bank with a housing market that amplifies rate moves, because 

so much Australian mortgage debt is exposed when rates rise. So a hot CPI print in Australia 
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can lift the currency on the expectation of higher rates, and then hurt it later if those rates 

crack the consumer. Two-step. People trade the first step and forget the second.

CORN And the dollar side of Aussie-dollar is not a backdrop. It is half the pair.

HERMAN More than half, in a crisis. The dollar is the funding currency and the safe asset. 

Federal Reserve policy, US real yields, and whether the world wants Treasuries this month. 

When US real yields jump, almost every currency looks worse, and high-beta ones look worse 

faster. The Aussie is high beta to global risk. Equity selloffs, widening credit spreads, a lurch in 

volatility indexes, and Aussie-dollar tends to drop even if nothing Australian happened that 

morning. Jim can watch the US two-year yield and a simple risk proxy, say global equities, and 

he will explain a surprising amount of the weekly noise. Not all of it. I am not selling him a 

model.

CORN Geopolitics for this pair is mostly indirect. Wars show up as oil, as risk-off, as a 

stronger dollar, and sometimes as a bid for Australian commodities if supply elsewhere is hit. 

It is not usually a headline about Canberra.

HERMAN Mostly. A direct shock would be something like a serious rupture in Australia-China 

trade, tariffs, bans on specific exports, which we have watched in smaller form. That hits the 

terms of trade channel on purpose. For day-to-day, I would rank the drivers, if he forces me, as 

US rates and risk appetite, then commodities and China, then the RBA, then everything else. 

Rankings move. In a pure RBA surprise week, the third item becomes the first. The method is 

to know which channel is live, not to laminate the ranking.

CORN Now the shekel. This one has a headline problem. Jim lives in the headline.

HERMAN Then we talk about it straight. The Israeli shekel is a developed-market currency 

attached to a high-income, tech-heavy export economy, and also attached to a country that 

fights wars and absorbs security shocks. Both facts are in the price, in different proportions 

depending on the month. The tech and services surplus, foreign investment into Israeli 

companies, gas exports from fields like Leviathan, those are shekel-positive flows when the 

world feels calm enough to send money. A major security escalation is shekel-negative, fast, 

because residents and foreigners buy dollars, equity holders hedge, and tourism and some 

investment pause. The Bank of Israel has, in past shocks, sold dollars from reserves to lean 

against a collapsing shekel. Reserves are large relative to a lot of emerging markets. Israel is 

not an emerging market in the currency-handbook sense. The limit is still real. Reserves are 

for smoothing, not for repealing a sustained outflow.

CORN So the geopolitical premium is not a constant tax. It widens in bursts, and sometimes 

the central bank spends dollars to narrow the burst.

HERMAN Yes. And Jim should separate the level from the jump. The level of dollar-shekel 

already contains some average expectation of risk. What hurts a buyer of property is the jump 

he did not budget, the week the shekel moves several percent and his Aussie savings suddenly 

cover a smaller fraction of the asking price, or a larger one, depending on direction. Direction 

matters more than drama. If he earns or holds Australian dollars and must pay shekels, shekel 

strength is the pain. A geopolitical shock that weakens the shekel, grim as that is for other 
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reasons, can make his currency go further. I am not going to dress that up. It is an ugly 

arithmetic, and pretending the currency does not have a war premium would be worse advice 

than naming it.

CORN Frank is the point. He asked what influences the pair. Not what would be nice.

HERMAN Macro besides the security channel. Israeli inflation versus the Bank of Israel's rate. 

The shekel was, for long stretches in the twenty-tens, almost annoyingly strong, because of 

tech inflows and a current-account surplus, and the central bank spent years complaining and 

buying dollars. That history matters. People who only look at the last bad headline miss that 

the structural flow, exports, investment income, gas, has often been shekel-supportive. A man 

planning a purchase over a year should not model the shekel as a one-way geopolitical short. 

He should model two regimes. Calm regime, surplus and tech can grind it stronger. Shock 

regime, it gaps weaker and policy may lean back. His liquidity plan has to survive both, 

because he does not get to pick the regime on closing day.

CORN Aussie against shekel is those two stories divided by each other. Or multiplied, 

depending how you write the quote.

HERMAN Cross rate. If he sees Aussie-dollar and dollar-shekel, Aussie-shekel is the product, 

careful with which way each is quoted. A stronger Aussie against the greenback and a weaker 

shekel against the greenback both help him if he is converting Aussie into shekels. They can 

happen together in a global risk-on wave, or they can diverge. China stimulus plus a quiet 

Levant is his friendly combination. A China slump plus a shekel squeeze from inflows is the 

unfriendly one, even if the news in Jerusalem feels locally fine. That is the cruelty of a cross. 

His apartment can get more expensive in Aussie dollars because of iron ore in Western 

Australia, with no Israeli data print that day at all.

CORN The ore does not know about his mortgage.

HERMAN It will meet his mortgage anyway. So the factors I would actually track, a short list, 

not a Bloomberg farm. For the Aussie leg, iron ore, the RBA cash rate against the Fed funds 

rate, and a risk thermometer he already understands, equities or credit. For the shekel leg, 

Bank of Israel rate against the Fed, the dollar-shekel itself so he is not only watching the cross, 

and a plain reading of whether the country is in a shock week or a normal week. He does not 

need twenty indicators. He needs to know which two moved when his cross moved, so he 

does not learn the wrong lesson.

CORN Support, then, on the cross, is even softer than on Aussie-dollar. Fewer tourists drawing 

the same line.

HERMAN Thinner market, fewer shared superstitions, which is almost a virtue. The technical 

levels that matter are the ones on the liquid legs, translated. If Aussie-dollar is sitting on a 

widely watched low, and dollar-shekel is mid-range, the cross can still bounce because of the 

Aussie leg alone. Hunting for a mystical Aussie-shekel support that the interbank desk has 

never heard of is how people talk themselves into waiting for a number that is not a number. I 

would rather he define support in cash terms. What Aussie-shekel rate makes this specific 

apartment fit his savings, after tax, after transfer costs, after a buffer. That is a personal 
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support. The market does not owe it to him. But it is the only level that changes his life, so it 

belongs on the page next to the moving average.

CORN A budget is a support level with worse marketing.

HERMAN And a stop-loss he can actually honor, because it is a decision to delay the purchase, 

not a hope that a Fibonacci level respects his deposit. If I push back on anything in his 

question, it is the word identify, as if support were underground and waiting to be found. You 

construct a level from history, from policy, or from your own constraint. You do not discover it 

like a well.

CORN I think the TA crowd would say you are no fun.

HERMAN I am fun at dinners. I am stingy with other people's apartment money. There is a 

version of this where he dollar-cost averages the conversion over six months, which turns the 

support argument into a calendar. That reduces the chance he converts the lot the week before 

a gap. It also means he might miss a better rate, and he pays the spread six times. On Aussie-

dollar, six spreads are cheap. On the cross, he should add them up before he calls averaging 

virtuous. Virtue that costs four hundred basis points is just a fee with a slogan.

CORN Four hundred. You made that up as an illustration.

HERMAN Illustration. If his live spread is two percent round trip and he crosses six times, he 

should do the arithmetic on his ticket, not on my imaginary one. I do not know his broker. 

Jerusalem banks, Australian banks, a specialist FX shop, the spread difference on an exotic 

cross can dwarf a month of realized volatility. Liquidity assessment, which we started with, is 

not a preface. It is the cost of every clever plan.

CORN What would you refuse to tell him, even if he asked for a forecast.

HERMAN A target. Aussie at some number of US cents by June, shekel at some number, 

therefore wait. I can describe the channels. I cannot see the next iron ore print, the next 

Federal Reserve meeting's surprise, or whether a security situation deteriorates. Anyone 

selling him that as a service is selling confidence, which is not in the BIS survey. What I would 

tell him is the sensitivity. Roughly, if he must pay a fixed shekel price, every one percent move 

in Aussie-shekel changes his Aussie cost by one percent. On a two million shekel purchase, he 

can compute the shekel amount, convert at today's rate once, and then know what a five 

percent adverse move costs him in Australian dollars. If that number ruins the deal, he is not 

investing. He is hoping. Hoping is allowed. It should be labeled.

CORN Label the hope. That could be on the door of the flat.

HERMAN And hedges, if the date is known. A forward locks the cross for a known settlement. 

He gives up the upside if the Aussie rallies against the shekel, and he gains certainty. On a thin 

cross, get the forward points in writing, all-in rate, not a spot plus a story. Compare that all-in 

rate to just converting now and holding shekels in a shekel deposit until completion. The 

deposit earns the Israeli rate, minus whatever a non-resident can actually get, which may not 

be the headline Bank of Israel rate. I am not sure of the best retail shekel deposit a foreign 

buyer can open this year. He should ask the bank, not a podcast. The comparison is the 
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method. Locked forward versus convert early versus stay unhedged and accept the variance 

we already defined.

CORN Options, if he wants insurance rather than a lock.

HERMAN A shekel call against the Aussie, or however the dealer structures the right to buy 

shekels, costs premium, which is the implied vol times a bunch of other things, and on a thin 

pair the premium will not be the pretty textbook price. If the quoted vol is silly, the option is a 

bad insurance policy. He can sometimes do better hedging the liquid risk, Aussie-dollar, and 

leaving dollar-shekel unhedged, if he decides the shekel leg is the one he is willing to wear. 

That is a real choice, not a cop-out. Split the risk into the part the market prices fairly and the 

part it prices like a favor.

CORN I want to push on one claim. You ranked US rates and risk above commodities for 

Aussie-dollar, most of the time. A commodity currency man in Western Australia would throw 

a rock at you. A slow rock. He is busy.

HERMAN He can throw it. Over a decade, terms of trade and the commodity complex explain a 

lot of where the Aussie sits. Over a month, a Fed shock or a risk shock often dominates the ore 

price. Jim's horizon, if he is considering a purchase, is months, not a mining cycle. So I weight 

the fast variables more for his decision, and I still want ore on the dashboard so a slow grind 

does not sneak up while he stares at the two-year yield. If your horizon is ten years and you 

are not levered to a closing date, I will swap the ranking. We do not have to agree for every 

horizon. I think that is the honest split.

CORN I will take the split. Closing dates make cowards of long-term models, and they should.

HERMAN One more macro item people skip because it is boring. Inflation differentials and the 

real exchange rate. If Australian inflation runs hotter than Israeli inflation for a long stretch, 

the Aussie's purchasing power erodes relative to the shekel even if the nominal rate looks 

stable. PPP is that idea in slow motion. For a property, which is a real asset in Israel, local 

inflation and local real-estate inflation are the other price. Currency is not the only way the 

flat gets away from him. Shekel rents and shekel sale prices can rise while the exchange rate 

goes his way, and he still loses the race. He asked about currency pairs. I am adding the thing 

the currency is being asked to buy.

CORN A pair does not include the asking price. Rude of the asking price to exist.

HERMAN Deeply rude. So his full sensitivity is exchange rate times the shekel price of the 

asset. Either can move. Monitoring only the FX page is how financially literate people still 

overpay.

CORN Geopolitics beyond Israel and China. Anything else with a real channel, or are we 

collecting headlines for sport.

HERMAN Channels only. Energy prices, because Australia exports them and Israel has become 

more of a gas player, so an oil shock is not symmetric across his two currencies. A stronger 

global dollar from a US fiscal or political mess hits both legs and the net on the cross is 

ambiguous. He should not assume a strong dollar hurts him. It depends which of his 

currencies the dollar is beating up more. European growth matters at the margin for risk 

Run 1  ·  Grok 4.7 27 / 166



sentiment, not as a direct flow into this cross. Australian domestic politics matter when they 

threaten the commodity export regime or the fiscal path the RBA is staring at. Israeli domestic 

politics matter when they change the risk premium or the central bank's room. I would ignore 

any factor he cannot connect to a flow, a rate, or a risk premium in one sentence. If the 

sentence needs a conspiracy, it is not a factor. It is a hobby.

CORN One sentence. Iron ore down, Australia's external income down, Aussie offered. 

Security shock, dollar demand up, shekel offered. Rate gap widens in Australia's favor, carry 

bids Aussie until volatility makes carry look stupid.

HERMAN That is the whole syllabus. He can tape it inside a cupboard. The cupboard will 

outperform a lot of newsletters.

CORN Where I still disagree, mildly, is implied volatility as something he must have. For a 

single property conversion, realized vol plus the worst weeks is enough to size a buffer. Paying 

for an options sheet he cannot trade well is cosplay.

HERMAN Mildly accepted. If he is not going to buy the option, the implied number is a 

weather report from a city he is not visiting. Nice context, not a tool. I overweighted it 

because I like the comparison, implied versus realized, as a way to see when the market is 

nervous. For Jim's decision, a cash buffer equal to, say, one standard deviation of three-month 

moves, translated into Australian dollars on his purchase size, is the practical output. The 

exact multiple is his stomach, not a regulation. I would not pretend one standard deviation is 

safe. Gaps laugh at standard deviations. Two, if the deal dies at one, and he knows it.

CORN Stomach is not standardized. He asked for standardized measures. We gave him the 

formula and then handed the last step back.

HERMAN The last step is preference. The measures can be standard. The support he acts on 

includes his own constraint, which is not a market statistic. I would rather be clear about that 

seam than pretend a Gaussian distribution approves his mortgage.

CORN What should he do this week, concretely, without us picking his rate.

HERMAN Open both pairs at his actual venue. Record spread and the size the spread holds for. 

Compute three-month realized vol on Aussie-dollar, on dollar-shekel, and on the cross, so he 

sees the covariance instead of imagining it. Mark round numbers and the two-hundred-day on 

the liquid legs only. Read the latest RBA statement, the latest Fed decision, the latest Bank of 

Israel decision, one each, not the archives. Note iron ore's direction over the past quarter, 

direction, not a false precision. Write the shekel price of the place he wants, convert at spot, 

and write what a five percent and a ten percent adverse cross move does to the Aussie cost. 

Then decide whether to convert on a schedule, lock a forward if the all-in rate is sane, or wait, 

with the waiting labeled as a position, because waiting unhedged is a bet. It is just a bet people 

do not admit they placed.

CORN Waiting is a position. That one I would carve in the lintel.

HERMAN And he should not convert in the dead hour because he got anxious at midnight. 

Liquidity was item one for a reason. Anxiety is most expensive when the book is thin. A sloth 

would understand this. We do not sprint to the only open shop.
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CORN We also do not hang from the branch until the perfect rate grows on it. The branch gets 

uncomfortable. I am told.

HERMAN Donkeys prefer a known load to a mysterious one. Lock it or budget it. Do not 

romance it. Jim, if the romance is the apartment, spend the romance there. The currency is the 

boring pipe that fills the bath. You measure the pipe. You do not marry it.

CORN Herman Poppleberry, against romance, in a city famous for it. Bold, for a donkey.

HERMAN Jerusalem can keep the poems. The spread does not rhyme. I think we gave him the 

assessment method he asked for. Liquidity by spread, size, and hour. Volatility as annualized 

standard deviation of log returns, implied only where the market is real. Support as clustered 

history, policy capacity, and his own budget, with the superstitions labeled as superstitions. 

Drivers named as commodities and China, rate gaps, risk appetite, and a security premium 

that arrives in jumps and is sometimes met with reserves. I do not know where those pairs 

will be when he signs. I know how I would refuse to be surprised by the shape of the surprise.

CORN That is as close to a forecast as he is getting, and it is the better product. Jim, good luck 

with the flat. Measure the pipe. Daniel, thanks for the note. We will be here next time, still not 

a bank, still happy to argue about covariance.

HERMAN Still happy. Bring a thinner pair if you have one. I have spreads to complain about.

Run 1  ·  Grok 4.7 29 / 166



Gemini 3.8 Flash
Run 1 · 6259 words

CORN If you are an Australian living in Jerusalem and looking at buying property, your first 

instinct is probably to look at the view, and your second instinct is probably to look at a chart 

and weep quietly into a bowl of hummus.

HERMAN It is a special kind of financial headache. Welcome back to My Weird Prompts. I am 

Herman Poppleberry.

CORN And I am Corn. Today we have a voice note sent in by Jim. Jim is an Aussie expat based 

in Jerusalem. He has his eye on the real estate market there, which is notoriously expensive, 

and he wants to understand the mechanics of the currencies he is juggling.

HERMAN Specifically, Jim wants to get under the hood of the Australian dollar against the 

Israeli new shekel, which traders write as AUD/ILS, alongside the Australian dollar against the 

US dollar, AUD/USD. And he does not just want a vague forecast. He asked for four very 

specific, practical things.

CORN He wants to know how to assess the overall liquidity of currency pairs. He wants 

standardized measures of volatility. He wants to know how people identify support points on 

a price chart without resorting to astrology. And finally, he wants the primary geopolitical and 

macroeconomic engines driving these pairs.

HERMAN Which is music to my ears, Corn, because foreign exchange is one of those arenas 

where retail buyers usually get taken to the cleaners simply because they do not realize the 

market they are stepping into is not a unified exchange like a stock market.

CORN It is not a supermarket. There is no aisle where you pick up a shekel for twenty-four 

Australian cents and take it to a cashier.

HERMAN Exactly. So let us start where Jim started, with liquidity. Jim wants to know how to 

assess the overall liquidity of a pair. Corn, when someone asks how liquid a currency pair is, 

what are they actually trying to avoid?

CORN Slippage, mostly. And the indignity of paying someone four percent just to move their 

own money across a border.

HERMAN Right. Liquidity is the ability to trade an asset rapidly, in volume, without moving 

the market price, and with minimal transaction friction. Now, foreign exchange is the largest 

financial market on the planet. The Bank for International Settlements does a triennial central 

bank survey. The most recent one, from late twenty-twenty-two, clocked average daily 

turnover at around seven and a half trillion US dollars per day.

CORN Seven point five trillion. Every twenty-four hours.

HERMAN Every day. But here is the catch for Jim. That volume is concentrated in a tiny 

handful of pairs. The US dollar is on one side of almost eighty-eight percent of all trades. The 

Australian dollar is a major player. It is in about six point four percent of trades globally. AUD/

USD is one of the ten most traded pairs in the world. It trades hundreds of billions of dollars 

every single day.
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CORN Which means if Jim wants to buy ten million US dollars with Aussie dollars, the market 

will barely notice he walked through the door.

HERMAN He will get an institutional spread that is literally a fraction of a basis point. A pip or 

less. On retail brokerages, maybe half a pip to one pip. That is the gold standard of liquidity. 

Continuous two-way pricing twenty-four hours a day, five days a week, with thick order 

books in Sydney, Tokyo, London, and New York.

CORN Now contrast that with AUD/ILS.

HERMAN Night and day. The Israeli shekel accounts for something like zero point four percent 

of global foreign exchange turnover. And almost all of that turnover is executed against the US 

dollar, USD/ILS, or against the euro, EUR/ILS. There is effectively no deep, native interbank 

market where someone sits with an order book matching Australian dollars directly for Israeli 

shekels.

CORN It is a synthetic cross.

HERMAN Completely synthetic. If Jim calls an Israeli bank or an international transfer broker 

and says, convert half a million Australian dollars to shekels so I can put a deposit on an 

apartment in Rehavia, what the machine actually does behind the curtain is sell his Australian 

dollars for US dollars, and then immediately use those US dollars to buy Israeli shekels.

CORN Two trades disguised as one. Which means two spreads.

HERMAN Two bid-ask spreads, two sets of execution risk, and two market regimes. How does 

Jim actually assess this liquidity quantitatively? There are three standard proxies you can look 

at. The first and most accessible is the bid-ask spread relative to the mid-price. On AUD/USD, 

that spread might be zero point zero zero zero one, which is one hundredth of one percent. On 

AUD/ILS, if you look at a retail bank quote, that spread can easily be one and a half to three 

percent.

CORN Three percent on a Jerusalem property deposit is a luxury car left on the table.

HERMAN It is staggering. The second proxy Jim should look at is market depth, or order book 

volume, though that is harder for retail participants to see directly because forex is over the 

counter. But you can look at futures data on the Chicago Mercantile Exchange. Australian 

dollar futures have enormous open interest and deep order books. Shekel futures barely exist 

with any retail volume; institutional players use non-deliverable forwards or local Tel Aviv 

interbank forwards.

CORN And the third proxy is trading hours overlap.

HERMAN Yes. Temporal liquidity. Jerusalem is seven or eight hours behind Sydney, depending 

on daylight saving time. When Australian liquidity is at its peak during the Sydney and Asian 

session, Tel Aviv is asleep. When Tel Aviv is open and trading shekels against the dollar, the 

Australian banks have gone home for the night and their local interbank market is shut. 

Furthermore, the Israeli work week traditionally runs Sunday through Thursday, whereas 

global forex runs Monday through Friday.

CORN So on Sunday in Jerusalem, local banks are trading shekels, but the global Australian 

dollar market is essentially dark until Wellington and Sydney open late in the day.
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HERMAN Precisely. If Jim tries to execute a conversion on a Sunday morning in Jerusalem, 

whatever provider he uses is going to slap an extra safety buffer onto the spread because they 

cannot hedge their Australian dollar leg in the primary wholesale market. They widen the 

spread to protect themselves against gap risk on the Monday morning open.

CORN Lesson one for Jim: never convert money on a Sunday, even if the bank manager is 

smiling and handing you tea.

HERMAN Absolutely. If you must execute AUD/ILS, you want to do it in the sweet spot of the 

day where London is open and overlapping with the Middle Eastern trading afternoon, 

because that is when European and American desks are quoting tight liquidity in both legs.

CORN Let us move to Jim's second question: standardized measures of volatility. Because if 

you are timing a transfer, volatility is either your best friend or the reason you have to move 

into a smaller flat.

HERMAN Volatility in foreign exchange is fascinating because it is divided cleanly into two 

camps: realized volatility and implied volatility. Jim asked for standardized measures, so let us 

break down what professionals actually track.

CORN Start with realized volatility, because that is what actually happened in the real world.

HERMAN Right. Realized, or historical, volatility is just the annualized standard deviation of 

daily log returns over a specific rolling window. Typically people look at twenty days, sixty 

days, or two hundred and fifty-two days, which is the trading year. If someone says AUD/USD 

has a thirty-day realized volatility of ten percent, that means if you project that daily variance 

across an entire year, you can expect the currency to trade within a plus or minus ten percent 

range roughly sixty-eight percent of the time, assuming a normal distribution.

CORN Which it never is. Fat tails. Black swans. Central bankers making speeches on 

Wednesday afternoons.

HERMAN Very fat tails. But it gives you a baseline yardstick. Another great, standardized 

measure of realized movement that retail traders use is ATR: the Average True Range, 

developed by J. Welles Wilder. Instead of standard deviations, ATR simply calculates the 

average daily range between the high and the low, accounting for any gaps between closes 

and opens, over fourteen days.

CORN It gives it to you in pips. Cash in hand.

HERMAN Yes. For example, right now AUD/USD might have a fourteen-day ATR of around 

fifty to sixty pips a day. So on an ordinary Tuesday, you should not be surprised if it swings 

half a cent up or down. If Jim wants to look at AUD/ILS, calculating an ATR or rolling 

historical volatility will immediately show him that the pair has dramatically larger daily 

swings in percentage terms than AUD/USD, especially during geopolitical shocks.

CORN But realized volatility is looking in the rear-view mirror. What is the market pricing in 

for tomorrow?

HERMAN That is implied volatility. And that is the standardized metric institutional investors 

live by. If you want to know what the smartest money thinks about the next month, you do 
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not look at last month's chart; you look at the price of options. Specifically, the at-the-money 

forward implied volatility for one-month or three-month expiries.

CORN Where does Jim find that without an institutional terminal that costs more than his 

rent?

HERMAN There are public proxies. The Chicago Board Options Exchange actually tracks 

currency volatility indexes. There is the EUVIX for the euro, and there are standard implied 

volatility trackers for the Aussie dollar. For the shekel, it is trickier without a Bloomberg or 

Refinitiv terminal, but you can see implied volatility quoted in financial press reports from the 

Bank of Israel or major local brokerages.

CORN What does implied volatility tell him that realized volatility misses?

HERMAN It tells him the market's expectation of turbulence. But even better, in the options 

market, there is a metric called the risk reversal. I love risk reversals, Corn. They are the 

cleanest measure of directional bias you can find.

CORN Explain the risk reversal without making everyone who is listening drive into a tree.

HERMAN I will make it simple. An options dealer sells call options, which are bets the 

currency will rise, and put options, which are bets it will fall. In a perfectly balanced world 

where everyone thought the risks were equal on both sides, a twenty-five-delta call and a 

twenty-five-delta put would have the exact same implied volatility. They would cost the same.

CORN But people are usually terrified of one specific direction.

HERMAN Exactly. If the market is terrified that the Australian dollar is going to crash because 

of a slowdown in China, institutional investors rush to buy Aussie dollar puts. The price of 

puts spikes, while calls get dumped. The difference between the implied volatility of the call 

and the put is the risk reversal.

CORN If the number is negative, people are paying through the nose to protect against a 

plunge.

HERMAN Spot on. For AUD/USD, the risk reversal almost always trades at a put premium. The 

market structurally worries more about sudden drops in the Aussie dollar than sudden spikes. 

For the shekel, whenever conflict flares up or domestic political instability boils over in Israel, 

the risk reversal for USD/ILS blows out to a massive premium for dollar calls—meaning people 

are terrified of the shekel depreciating.

CORN So if Jim sees the USD/ILS risk reversal spiking, he knows the smart money is 

aggressively hedging against a shekel drop. Which means his Australian dollars might soon 

buy more shekels, provided the Aussie is not collapsing at the exact same moment.

HERMAN Which brings us directly to cross-pair dynamics. Remember, AUD/ILS is 

mathematically AUD/USD divided by USD/ILS. If you want to measure the volatility of a cross 

currency, the formula is not just adding the two volatilities together. You have to account for 

the correlation between them.

CORN The covariance term.
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HERMAN The covariance. The formula for the variance of a cross rate is roughly the variance 

of the first pair, plus the variance of the second pair, minus two times the correlation between 

them multiplied by their standard deviations.

CORN That minus sign is doing heavy lifting.

HERMAN Huge lifting. If AUD/USD and USD/ILS move in opposite directions—say, the Aussie 

drops against the US dollar while the US dollar rises against the shekel—those moves reinforce 

each other, and the volatility of AUD/ILS explodes. If they move in the same direction, they 

can cancel each other out, dampening the volatility.

CORN Math aside, let us tackle Jim's third question: identifying support points in rate pairs. 

Because everyone who has ever looked at a chart thinks they see a floor, until they step on it 

and fall through into the basement.

HERMAN Identifying support is where technical analysis meets structural market mechanics. 

Jim needs to understand what support actually is. It is not an invisible line drawn by an ink 

pen. Support is a price level where the aggregate willingness to buy outweighs the aggregate 

willingness to sell, halting a decline.

CORN The problem is that most retail traders look for lines. Institutional desks look for 

liquidity pools.

HERMAN That is the crucial distinction. If Jim wants to identify credible support in AUD/USD 

or AUD/ILS, he should look for four concrete, observable structures. The first is horizontal 

structural support from swing lows on higher-timeframe charts. Not five-minute charts. Daily, 

weekly, monthly charts.

CORN Show me a support line on a five-minute chart and I will show you a coin toss with a 

colorful background.

HERMAN Exactly. When you look at a weekly chart of AUD/USD over ten years, you see 

glaring historical boundaries. For instance, the sixty-two to sixty-three US cent level has acted 

as a multi-year floor repeatedly. When the pair gets down there, central bank sentiment, 

institutional asset allocators, and sovereign wealth funds begin scaling into long positions 

because Australia's terms of trade rarely justify the currency trading much lower for sustained 

periods without a global catastrophe.

CORN What is the second structure?

HERMAN Round numbers. Psychological support and option strike density. You cannot dismiss 

human psychology in trading. On AUD/USD, zero point sixty-five, zero point seventy, zero 

point seventy-five. On USD/ILS, three point sixty, three point seventy, four point zero.

CORN Why do round numbers matter? Is it just that humans have ten fingers?

HERMAN Partially, yes, but mostly because that is where the options open interest sits. The 

Chicago Mercantile Exchange and the Depository Trust and Clearing Corporation process 

massive volumes of vanilla and barrier options that are struck at round psychological 

numbers. If millions of dollars in knock-out options sit at zero point sixty-four on AUD/USD, 

market makers who sold those options have to dynamically hedge their deltas as the price 

approaches that level.
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CORN Meaning they are forced to buy or sell the underlying spot currency to keep their books 

neutral.

HERMAN Yes. That hedging activity physically creates support or resistance in the spot 

market. If market makers need to buy spot to defend their hedges as price approaches an 

option barrier, that buying creates an artificial cushion—a support level. But if that level 

breaks, and the option gets knocked out, the support evaporates instantly, and price tends to 

cascade through.

CORN That is how people get trapped. They see a floor hold three times, they think it is 

concrete, they put their money down, and the moment it cracks, it drops like a stone.

HERMAN Precisely. The third method is volume profile, or Volume at Price. Most retail charts 

show volume by time—how much traded at two in the afternoon. Volume profile shows how 

much volume was transacted at specific price levels over the past three months, six months, or 

year. Where you see high-volume nodes, that indicates fair value where buyers and sellers 

reached agreement. Below that node, you often find support because buyers who missed the 

boat previously see it as an attractive discount.

CORN And the fourth structure?

HERMAN Dynamic institutional levels: moving averages that macro funds actually track. Not 

exotic indicators, but the two-hundred-day simple moving average and the fifty-day simple 

moving average. When AUD/USD tests its two-hundred-day moving average from above, 

systematic trend-following algorithms—the CTAs, or Commodity Trading Advisors—

frequently have automated rules to add to long positions or close shorts. That flow creates 

physical price support.

CORN Now, Herman, how does any of that apply to AUD/ILS? Because AUD/ILS does not 

have its own autonomous options market with massive open interest.

HERMAN It does not. And this is the trap Jim must avoid. If Jim draws support lines on an 

AUD/ILS chart, he is looking at an artifact. He is looking at a shadow cast by two other 

objects.

CORN A derivative of two separate battles.

HERMAN Exactly. If AUD/ILS hits a supposed support line, but that line is just an arbitrary 

mathematical consequence of where AUD/USD and USD/ILS happened to be on that day, it 

has zero predictive power on its own. To find genuine support on AUD/ILS, Jim has to find 

confluence between support on AUD/USD and resistance on USD/ILS.

CORN Walk through that. If he wants AUD/ILS to bounce, what has to happen?

HERMAN AUD/ILS goes up if the Australian dollar strengthens, or if the Israeli shekel 

strengthens against the US dollar—which means the USD/ILS rate falls. So a true structural 

floor for AUD/ILS happens when AUD/USD is hitting major long-term support—say, sixty-

three cents—at the exact same time that USD/ILS is hitting massive technical resistance—say, 

three point eighty-five or four point zero shekels to the dollar.

CORN Because at that moment, both underlying engines are poised to reverse in a way that 

pushes AUD/ILS up.
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HERMAN Exactly. If you only look at the cross chart, you are flying blind. You might see a 

beautiful double bottom on AUD/ILS, but if AUD/USD is about to slice through sixty-three 

cents like a hot knife through butter because iron ore prices just fell through the floor in 

Dalian, that AUD/ILS double bottom will disintegrate.

CORN Let us move to the fourth and biggest question Jim asked: the primary geopolitical and 

macroeconomic factors influencing these pairs. This is the engine room. Let us take the 

Australian dollar first. What drives the Aussie?

HERMAN The Aussie dollar is universally classified as a high-beta, risk-on, commodity-linked 

currency. It is tied to the hip of global economic growth.

CORN If the global economy is booming, factories are running, and buildings are going up, 

people need rocks. And Australia has the best rocks.

HERMAN Specifically iron ore, metallurgical coal, thermal coal, and liquefied natural gas. 

Australia runs a current account that has spent recent years in surplus, largely on the back of 

massive resource exports to East Asia, primarily China. China is Australia's largest trading 

partner by a country mile. If Chinese real estate construction slows down, Chinese blast 

furnaces buy less iron ore from the Pilbara region in Western Australia.

CORN When iron ore drops from one hundred and thirty dollars a tonne to ninety dollars a 

tonne, Australia's terms of trade deteriorate, mining revenues fall, corporate tax receipts drop, 

and the Australian dollar softens.

HERMAN Automatically. That is the commodity channel. The second major driver for the 

Aussie is global risk sentiment. Institutional traders treat the Aussie dollar as a liquid proxy 

for world trade optimism. When markets are panicking—whether it is a banking crisis, a 

pandemic, or fear of a global recession—capital flees high-beta currencies like the Aussie and 

runs into safe havens: the US dollar, the Swiss franc, the Japanese yen.

CORN And the third driver is the interest rate differential. The Reserve Bank of Australia 

versus the Federal Reserve.

HERMAN Absolutely. The carry trade. Historically, Australia had significantly higher interest 

rates than the United States, which made the Aussie a popular investment currency. People 

borrowed cheaply in yen or dollars to park cash in Australian bonds. But in the post-pandemic 

cycle, the Federal Reserve hiked interest rates faster and higher than the Reserve Bank of 

Australia. The Fed pushed above five percent, while the RBA peaked lower, around four point 

three five percent.

CORN That gave the US dollar a yield advantage. Why buy Aussie paper when Uncle Sam 

pays you more for taking less risk?

HERMAN It turned the historical carry trade on its head, keeping downward pressure on AUD/

USD. Now, let us switch gears entirely to the other side of Jim's equation: the Israeli shekel. 

Corn, the shekel is an entirely different beast. What makes it tick?

CORN It used to be a closed, high-inflation basket case back in the nineteen-eighties, and then 

it became an absolute juggernaut.
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HERMAN One of the strongest currencies in the world over the last fifteen years. And the 

engine behind that structural appreciation was two-fold: the Israeli high-tech sector, and the 

discovery of offshore natural gas.

CORN The high-tech sector is critical to understand. It is not just that Israeli coders write 

good software. It is how that software gets paid for.

HERMAN This is the financial mechanism Jim needs to visualize. Israeli tech startups raise 

capital in US dollars from venture capital firms in Silicon Valley, New York, and London. They 

sell their software to American and European enterprise clients in US dollars. But their 

expenses—the engineers' salaries in Tel Aviv, the office rents, the local taxes—must be paid in 

Israeli shekels.

CORN So every month, Israeli tech companies take their bags of US dollars, dump them on the 

market, and buy shekels to pay payroll.

HERMAN That created a massive, relentless structural bid for the shekel for over a decade. 

Trillions of shekels' worth of foreign direct investment flowed into Israel, far outstripping the 

current account outflows. Add to that the Tamar and Leviathan natural gas fields coming 

online, which turned Israel from an energy importer into an energy exporter, eliminating its 

energy deficit.

CORN But that tech engine has a mirror image that governs daily volatility: Wall Street.

HERMAN This is one of the most unique macroeconomic mechanisms in global macro. Israeli 

institutional investors—the pension funds, insurance companies, and provident funds that 

manage Israeli retirement money—hold massive allocations in US equities, primarily the S&P 

500 and the Nasdaq.

CORN Walk through what happens when the Nasdaq goes up.

HERMAN It is brilliant. Israeli pension funds have target allocations for their foreign currency 

exposure. Suppose a fund wants no more than twenty percent of its total portfolio exposed to 

foreign currency risk. If the Nasdaq rallies twenty percent in a quarter, the value of their US 

equity holdings explodes. Suddenly, their portfolio is thirty percent exposed to the US dollar.

CORN They are overweight dollars.

HERMAN They are overweight dollars. So their mandate forces them to rebalance. How do 

they rebalance? They sell US dollar forward contracts to hedge the currency exposure. And 

selling dollars means buying shekels.

CORN So when tech stocks rally in New York, the shekel gets stronger in Jerusalem.

HERMAN The correlation between the S&P 500 and the shekel was near-perfect for years. If 

the Nasdaq crashed, Israeli institutional funds had their dollar equity value shrink, making 

them underweight dollar exposure. They had to close out their hedges by buying US dollars 

and selling shekels, driving the shekel down.

CORN That was true right up until early twenty-twenty-three, when the domestic politics and 

geopolitical reality arrived with a sledgehammer.
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HERMAN Yes. The judicial reform proposals introduced in early twenty-twenty-three caused 

unprecedented domestic political protests, capital flight concerns, and questions about 

institutional stability. The historic correlation between the S&P five hundred and the shekel 

broke down completely. US tech stocks rallied, but the shekel tumbled.

CORN And then came October seventh, twenty-twenty-three.

HERMAN And the war. When war broke out, the immediate reaction was a violent sell-off in 

the shekel. USD/ILS spiked toward four point zero eight shekels per dollar. That is the 

geopolitical risk premium that now sits heavily on the currency.

CORN But it did not stay at four point zero eight. The Bank of Israel stepped in.

HERMAN And this is Jim's primary lesson in central bank intervention. The Bank of Israel is 

not like the Reserve Bank of Australia. The RBA almost never intervenes directly in the spot 

market to buy or sell Aussie dollars; they let the currency float freely, absorbing shocks like a 

shock absorber. The Bank of Israel, on the other hand, had spent fifteen years accumulating a 

colossal foreign exchange reserve precisely to prevent the shekel from getting too strong 

during the tech boom.

CORN They had two hundred billion dollars sitting in the basement.

HERMAN Just about two hundred billion US dollars, which is astronomical for an economy of 

Israel's size. Over a third of their entire gross domestic product. So when the war began and 

the shekel went into freefall, the Governor of the Bank of Israel, Amir Yaron, announced an 

emergency program: the central bank would sell up to thirty billion dollars directly from its 

reserves to stabilize the currency, and provide another fifteen billion in swap lines.

CORN They drew a line in the sand.

HERMAN They did. They sold around thirty billion dollars over the following months, soaked 

up the panic selling, and completely stabilized the exchange rate. The shekel rallied all the 

way back below three point sixty at one point.

CORN That is the ultimate sovereign put. If you are betting against the shekel, you are not just 

betting against local market participants. You are betting against a central bank holding two 

hundred billion greenbacks that will happily burn through reserves to maintain financial 

stability.

HERMAN Exactly. But the ongoing cost of that war creates fiscal drag. Israel's budget deficit 

expanded dramatically, reaching over seven and even eight percent of GDP during peak 

fighting. The sovereign credit rating was downgraded by Moody's, S&P, and Fitch. A higher 

fiscal deficit, higher borrowing costs, and potential for renewed escalation on northern or 

regional fronts mean the shekel carries a structural geopolitical risk discount that did not exist 

five years ago.

CORN So let us put these two currencies together for Jim, because Jim is standing in Jerusalem 

holding Australian dollars, looking at real estate priced in shekels.

HERMAN Property in Israel is priced almost exclusively in shekels. Years ago, landlords and 

sellers used to quote in US dollars, but the Bank of Israel clamped down on that decades ago. 

Jim's liability is one hundred percent in Israeli shekels.
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CORN And his capital, presumably, is sitting in Australian dollars.

HERMAN Or US dollars. Let us look at what happens in different global macro regimes to Jim's 

purchasing power. Regime one: global peace, synchronized worldwide growth, booming trade.

CORN China is buying iron ore, Wall Street is rallying, tech startups are raising money.

HERMAN In that regime, the Australian dollar surges because commodity prices are high and 

risk appetite is strong. But the shekel also surges because tech inflows are massive and the 

Nasdaq is printing all-time highs. So AUD/ILS might actually stay relatively range-bound, 

because both currencies are running in the same direction.

CORN Now take regime two: a global geopolitical shock or stagflation. Commodity prices 

soften because global demand tanks, but oil spikes, and a regional conflict expands in the 

Middle East.

HERMAN That is pure chaos for the cross. If global growth falls, the Aussie dollar gets crushed 

against the US dollar. But if the conflict directly involves Israel, the shekel faces localized 

pressure against the US dollar. Which one falls faster? That depends on whether the Bank of 

Israel is intervening, and how dependent Australia is on immediate trade flows.

CORN In late twenty-twenty-three, when the war started, AUD/ILS went from around two 

point four five down toward two point thirty-five, then bounced aggressively as the Australian 

dollar caught a bid and the shekel stabilized.

HERMAN Exactly. And Jim also mentioned looking at AUD/USD. Why would an Aussie in 

Jerusalem care about AUD/USD if he is buying an apartment in shekels?

CORN Because if he converts his Australian dollars into US dollars first, he might get a better 

rate, hold a more stable asset, and then convert to shekels only when he needs to close.

HERMAN That is the classic two-step treasury management approach. But Jim has to be very 

careful here. If Jim converts his Aussie dollars into US dollars, he eliminates the Australian 

risk, but he now has a naked currency mismatch against his Jerusalem property purchase.

CORN If he signs a contract to buy an apartment for four million shekels with completion in 

twelve months, and he holds US dollars, he is now an FX speculator.

HERMAN An aggressive FX speculator. If USD/ILS goes from three point eighty to three point 

forty over that year—meaning the shekel strengthens—his US dollars will buy four hundred 

thousand fewer shekels when final payment is due. On a four million shekel contract, that is 

an unexpected sixty-thousand-dollar shortfall out of his pocket.

CORN Unless he hedges.

HERMAN Which brings us back to institutional mechanics. If Jim is buying property off-plan 

or with a delayed settlement, he cannot afford to leave his currency unhedged. What do 

multinational corporations do when they have a cross-border liability? They do not guess 

whether the Reserve Bank of Australia is going to cut rates or whether the Bank of Israel is 

going to sell reserves.

CORN They use forward contracts.
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HERMAN Yes. An FX forward contract allows Jim to lock in an exchange rate today for a 

delivery date six months or twelve months in the future. Now, as an individual, Jim cannot 

walk into Goldman Sachs and open an ISDA master agreement. But there are specialized, 

regulated foreign exchange brokers—international payment firms—that offer retail and high-

net-worth forward contracts.

CORN How does the pricing of a forward contract actually work, Herman? Because people 

think the forward rate is a prediction of where the currency will be.

HERMAN It is not a prediction at all. That is the number one misconception in finance. A 

forward rate is purely an interest rate parity calculation. Covered interest parity dictates that 

the difference between the spot exchange rate and the forward exchange rate must equal the 

interest rate differential between the two currencies over that period.

CORN Covered Interest Parity. If the forward rate deviated from interest rates, someone could 

borrow in one currency, lend in the other, lock in the forward, and print free money until the 

universe collapsed.

HERMAN Exactly. Arbitrage forces the forward rate to match the interest rate spread. So if 

Australian interest rates are four point three five percent, and Israeli interest rates—the Bank 

of Israel policy rate—are around four point five percent, the interest rate differential between 

Australia and Israel is very small.

CORN Meaning the forward points are negligible.

HERMAN Very small. Jim can lock in a one-year AUD/ILS forward at a rate that is remarkably 

close to the current spot rate. If he were locking in Aussie dollars against a currency with 

twenty percent interest rates, the forward rate would be wildly different from spot. But 

between AUD and ILS, or between AUD and USD where Australian rates are slightly below US 

rates, the forward points are manageable.

CORN So if Jim finds a home he likes, agrees on a price in shekels, but his money is in Sydney 

in superannuation or savings, he can lock in the forward rate and sleep at night.

HERMAN He eliminates the entire currency risk. If the Aussie dollar drops ten percent over the 

next six months because Chinese steel production collapses, Jim does not care. He locked in 

his rate. If the shekel rallies because a peace treaty is signed and tech valuations triple, Jim 

does not care. His property price in Australian dollars is fixed.

CORN The only downside is if the currency moves in his favor, he does not get the windfall.

HERMAN But you do not buy a home to play foreign exchange roulette. You buy a home to live 

in it, or to rent it out for a predictable yield.

CORN Let us touch on the practical transaction side, because this is where ordinary people 

lose shocking amounts of money. Israeli banks.

HERMAN Oh, boy. Israeli banking bureaucracy is legendary. It is an Olympic sport.

CORN If you try to wire half a million Australian dollars from an account at Commonwealth 

Bank or Westpac directly into an account at Bank Hapoalim or Bank Leumi, what happens, 

Herman?
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HERMAN First, the compliance department at the Israeli bank will freeze the funds the second 

they hit the SWIFT network. Israel has extraordinarily strict anti-money laundering and 

know-your-customer laws, partly driven by international compliance requirements and partly 

by domestic tax enforcement. They will require Jim to provide absolute, watertight proof of 

the source of funds.

CORN Tax returns, bank statements going back years, sale of previous property 

documentation, signed letters from an Australian accountant with an official stamp.

HERMAN And if he does not have that ready, the money sits in escrow limbo, earning zero 

interest, while the transaction clock ticks down on his property contract. And worse: if he 

sends Australian dollars directly to an Israeli bank account without an explicit agreement on 

the conversion rate, the Israeli bank will convert the Australian dollars to shekels using their 

retail board rate.

CORN The board rate. A polite term for highway robbery.

HERMAN The spread between the buy and sell rate on an Israeli retail bank board for an exotic 

cross like AUD/ILS can easily be two, three, or four percent. On a five hundred thousand 

dollar transfer, a three percent spread is fifteen thousand dollars vanished into thin air.

CORN Fifteen thousand dollars to press a button on a computer terminal that was installed in 

nineteen ninety-four.

HERMAN Exactly. So Jim's operational playbook needs to look like this: Step one, do not use a 

standard commercial bank for the cross-currency conversion unless he has negotiated a 

private banking tier with fixed spread terms. Use an authorized, institutional foreign exchange 

specialist that has local clearing accounts in both Australia and Israel.

CORN That way, the Australian dollars are deposited locally into an Australian account via the 

domestic payments network, the conversion happens at wholesale institutional spreads plus a 

known markup—say, twenty or thirty basis points—and the shekels are disbursed locally from 

an Israeli account via the local Zahav RTGS system.

HERMAN Zahav is Israel's real-time gross settlement system. That avoids international 

intermediary wire fees, cuts execution time from days to minutes, and keeps the spread 

transparent.

CORN And step two: clear the compliance hurdle before sending a single cent.

HERMAN Get the pre-clearance from the Israeli receiving bank. Walk the compliance officers 

through the source of funds before initiating the transfer. If you do it after the wire is sent, you 

are sitting in a Jerusalem cafe biting your nails while the seller threatens to cancel the contract 

and pocket your deposit.

CORN Let us circle back and answer the core prompt systematically for Jim, so he has a 

checklist to stick on his fridge.

HERMAN First, assessing liquidity. For AUD/USD, look at spot bid-ask spreads—they should be 

under one pip—and track CME futures volume. For AUD/ILS, recognize it as a synthetic cross 

of AUD/USD and USD/ILS. Assess it by checking the spread offered by your provider against 

Run 1  ·  Gemini 3.8 Flash 41 / 166



the synthetic mid-market price, avoid trading on Sundays, and execute during the London-

Middle East afternoon overlap when both underlying pairs have maximum depth.

CORN Second, standardized measures of volatility.

HERMAN For historical, realized moves, track the twenty-day and sixty-day rolling annualized 

standard deviation, or use the fourteen-day Average True Range to get daily pip expectations. 

For forward-looking risk, monitor one-month and three-month implied volatility on AUD/

USD options, and watch the twenty-five-delta risk reversal on USD/ILS. If the risk reversal on 

USD/ILS explodes, the market is pricing severe tail risk for the shekel.

CORN Third, identifying support.

HERMAN Ignore trendlines on short-term charts. Look for confluence on daily and weekly 

charts: multi-year horizontal swing lows, volume-by-price accumulation nodes, round 

numbers with high option open interest, and the two-hundred-day simple moving average. 

Most importantly, do not look for support on the AUD/ILS chart alone. Look for confluence 

where AUD/USD is hitting structural support at the exact moment USD/ILS is hitting 

structural resistance.

CORN And fourth, macroeconomic and geopolitical engines.

HERMAN For the Aussie dollar: Chinese industrial demand, bulk commodity export prices—

iron ore and coal—global risk sentiment, and the RBA-Fed interest rate spread. For the Israeli 

shekel: foreign direct investment into the high-tech sector, institutional pension hedging tied 

to the performance of US equity markets, domestic fiscal deficits, geopolitical escalation risk, 

and direct foreign exchange intervention by the Bank of Israel backed by its two hundred 

billion dollars in foreign reserves.

CORN That is the whole board. It is complicated, but none of it is magic. It is just plumbing, 

balance sheets, and human fear.

HERMAN Which are the only three things that have ever moved financial markets.

CORN Good luck with the flat hunting in Jerusalem, Jim. Watch out for stone floors in the 

winter; they are freezing.

HERMAN And watch the spreads. Thank you for listening to My Weird Prompts. Send your 

questions, voice notes, and odd financial puzzles to Daniel, our producer.

CORN Until next time, keep your hedges tight and your bank fees zero. Goodbye.
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CORN Jim is an Australian expat in Jerusalem, thinking about buying property, and wants to 

understand AUD against the shekel and AUD against the US dollar. He asks about liquidity, 

volatility, support levels, and the forces moving currencies. So: not “tell me where the 

exchange rate will be next Tuesday,” but “how do I avoid being surprised by the plumbing?”

HERMAN A noble ambition. The plumbing is where the expensive surprises live.

CORN Especially when the plumbing charges a spread.

HERMAN Right. The first thing is to separate Jim’s question into two decisions. One is, “What 

will this property cost me in Australian dollars?” The other is, “When and how do I convert 

the money?” Those are related, but they’re not the same decision.

CORN The apartment has a price. The exchange rate has opinions.

HERMAN And occasionally it has very loud opinions. Let’s establish the quotation first, 

because a chart label can reverse your intuition. AUD/ILS means Israeli shekels per Australian 

dollar. If AUD/ILS is four-point-eight, one Australian dollar buys four-point-eight shekels. If 

that number rises, the Australian dollar has strengthened against the shekel, or the shekel has 

weakened against the Australian dollar. AUD/USD is US dollars per Australian dollar. If it’s 

zero-point-six-five, one Australian dollar buys sixty-five US cents.

CORN So if AUD/ILS goes down, Jim gets fewer shekels for each Australian dollar.

HERMAN Exactly. And if he needs a fixed number of shekels for a purchase, a falling AUD/ILS 

makes the Australian-dollar cost of that purchase rise. That can matter much more than 

whether a headline says the Australian dollar is “up.” The relevant question is up against what, 

over what period, and for how many shekels?

CORN “The Aussie is up” is not a useful invoice.

HERMAN It’s barely a useful sentence. And property transactions have practical details: 

deposit dates, completion dates, mortgage arrangements, fees, and possibly payment 

milestones. A rate that looks acceptable today may not be the rate available to him after bank 

spreads, transfer fees, and the timing of the actual settlement.

CORN The advertised mid-market rate is the menu photograph.

HERMAN Often, yes. It’s the reference rate between buyers and sellers, not necessarily the rate 

a customer receives. Jim should request a real quote for the amount he expects to transfer, in 

the direction he expects to transfer it. If he is turning Australian dollars into shekels, compare 

the final number of shekels delivered, after all charges. If he’s funding a purchase in stages, 

compare the cost of each stage.

CORN Don’t compare one provider’s headline rate with another provider’s actual receipt. 

That’s how a fee puts on a tiny hat and pretends to be a currency move.

HERMAN A nice image. The currency market itself is largely over the counter. It’s a network of 

banks, dealers, funds, businesses, and other participants, rather than one single central 
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exchange where every trade in a pair is visible. So “the liquidity of AUD/ILS” isn’t one neat 

number that applies to every customer, every time, and every trade size.

CORN The market is a network. The price on a phone is a suggestion.

HERMAN A very useful suggestion, sometimes. But it doesn’t reveal the whole order book, and 

it may not reflect the cost of a large or time-sensitive transfer. Liquidity usually means how 

easily you can trade without moving the price much and without paying a large spread. You 

can assess it through several clues: the bid-ask spread, the depth of available quotes, how 

much prices jump around during normal trading, how many dealers will quote you, and what 

happens to the price when the market is stressed.

CORN And the spread is the bit Jim can see without becoming a bank.

HERMAN Usually. He can compare simultaneous buy and sell quotes from reputable providers. 

The difference between the rate at which he can buy one currency and the rate at which he 

can sell it is a practical measure of the spread. He should make sure the quotes are for the 

same amount, at roughly the same time, and include the same fee structure. A quote for a 

small test transfer may not tell him what he’ll get for a large property payment.

CORN “Same time” matters because currencies don’t wait for your spreadsheet.

HERMAN They really don’t. Also, AUD/ILS is not as deeply traded as AUD/USD. The 

Australian dollar is a major currency, and the US dollar is central to global foreign exchange. 

The shekel is a meaningful currency, but it’s a smaller market, and trading conditions can 

change sharply around local events or outside market hours. It’s reasonable to expect a wider 

spread and less depth in AUD/ILS than in AUD/USD, especially for a large transaction or at an 

inconvenient time.

CORN The more exotic the route, the more the toll booth gets ideas.

HERMAN Though I’d avoid calling AUD/ILS exotic in every context. It is a valid pair, and 

providers can quote it directly. But a lot of the underlying price relationship can be understood 

through the dollar. Roughly, AUD/ILS is connected to AUD/USD multiplied by USD/ILS. If an 

Australian dollar buys zero-point-six-five US dollars, and one US dollar buys, say, three-point-

seven shekels, then the cross is approximately zero-point-six-five times three-point-seven, or 

about two-point-four shekels per Australian dollar.

CORN That arithmetic is alarming.

HERMAN The numbers were just a made-up example, not a current rate. I chose them to show 

the mechanism, and I should say that clearly because Jim is contemplating a real purchase.

CORN Thank you. Finance fiction has a dangerously realistic costume.

HERMAN The important point is that a provider may effectively route the conversion through 

the US dollar: Australian dollars to US dollars, then US dollars to shekels. Even when the 

customer sees one AUD/ILS quote, the provider may be pricing it from those two more liquid 

legs and adding a margin. That can be efficient, but it can also mean two spreads or a hidden 

markup. So Jim should ask for the final AUD-to-ILS rate and compare it with the indicative 

cross-rate calculated from AUD/USD and USD/ILS, taking account of fees.
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CORN If the path is indirect, ask what the detour costs.

HERMAN Yes. And don’t assume that doing two separate trades yourself will be cheaper. It 

could mean two transaction charges, two opportunities for the market to move, and more 

complexity. The only useful answer is the all-in quote he can actually execute.

CORN What about the big global statistics? Can those tell him whether a pair is liquid?

HERMAN They give scale, not a personal execution guarantee. The Bank for International 

Settlements surveys global foreign-exchange markets periodically. In its two-thousand-and-

twenty-two triennial survey, average daily turnover across FX instruments was around seven-

point-five trillion US dollars. The dollar was on one side of roughly eighty-eight percent of 

trades, and the Australian dollar on roughly six percent. That survey shows how central the 

dollar is and that the Aussie is an important currency. It doesn’t tell Jim the spread he’ll get on 

AUD/ILS from his bank on a specific Tuesday.

CORN Seven-point-five trillion dollars a day, and we still have to ask if somebody will give us 

a decent rate.

HERMAN Global turnover is not the same thing as liquid depth in the exact pair, at the exact 

hour, for the exact amount. There may be more activity during the working hours of Sydney, 

Tokyo, London, and New York, but the liquidity profile changes as those markets open and 

close. The shekel’s trading activity is particularly tied to its local market and to the hours 

when major international dealers are active. If Jim is getting a quote while one side of a 

market is largely asleep, he might see a wider spread.

CORN Currency markets are open nearly all week, not equally awake all week.

HERMAN Exactly. And stress changes the plumbing. During a geopolitical shock, a central-

bank announcement, a sudden change in risk appetite, or a market gap after a weekend, 

dealers may widen quotes or reduce the amount they’re willing to trade at a given price. A 

pair can have perfectly respectable average liquidity and still be awkward at the moment 

someone most urgently wants to transact.

CORN Liquidity is easiest to praise in calm weather.

HERMAN And this matters to Jim because his purpose is not to win a trading contest. He needs 

a reliable way to meet a shekel obligation. He might ask providers about transfer limits, 

settlement time, cut-off times, whether rates can be locked, and what happens if a payment is 

delayed. Those operational details are part of the risk, not an administrative footnote.

CORN The wire can be delayed. The exchange rate can’t be asked to pause politely.

HERMAN Now volatility. There is no single official standardized volatility number that says, 

“This is the volatility of AUD/ILS,” full stop. You need to specify the measure, the lookback 

period, and the frequency of the data. A common first measure is realized volatility: calculate 

the percentage return from one observation to the next, usually using logarithmic returns, 

then measure how much those returns vary over a chosen period.

CORN In regular-person language?
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HERMAN How much the rate has actually moved around in the past. Suppose you have daily 

AUD/ILS closing rates for the past year. You calculate the daily percentage changes, take their 

standard deviation, and annualize it by multiplying by the square root of about two hundred 

and fifty-two trading days. That gives an annualized historical volatility estimate. The exact 

convention can vary, and currency markets don’t behave as if every calendar day is an 

interchangeable trading day, but it’s a widely used way to put scales on a chart.

CORN It’s a ruler made from yesterday’s movements.

HERMAN Yes, not a forecast. If a platform reports annualized volatility of, say, ten percent, that 

does not mean the currency is guaranteed to stay within ten percent of today’s rate over a 

year. It is a statistical description of recent variability under a particular calculation. Actual 

returns can be lopsided, clustered, and disrupted by events. The number won’t tell Jim the 

direction of the next move.

CORN A speedometer for the past. Not a map.

HERMAN Nicely put. He can compare realized volatility across AUD/ILS and AUD/USD if he 

uses consistent data, the same lookback, the same sampling interval, and the same calculation. 

He should also check different windows: perhaps one month, three months, one year, and 

several years. A one-month estimate captures current conditions but may be dominated by a 

brief shock. A long lookback can smooth away exactly the new regime he cares about.

CORN One month is twitchy; five years may be asleep.

HERMAN There’s also implied volatility from options markets. An option gives the buyer the 

right, but not the obligation, to exchange currencies at a specified rate and date. The option’s 

market price can be translated into an implied volatility. That tells you how much movement 

option traders are pricing for a particular future period, given the other inputs and 

conventions. For many currency pairs, dealers quote implied volatility for standard tenors 

such as one month, three months, or one year.

CORN The future’s price, as inferred from people paying to insure against it.

HERMAN That’s a useful intuition. But implied volatility is not pure consensus or a magic 

forecast. It reflects supply and demand for options, protection against particular outcomes, 

interest-rate relationships, and market conventions. For AUD/USD, there is a much deeper 

options market than for AUD/ILS. Jim may find a widely available implied-volatility series for 

AUD/USD, while an equivalent, reliable AUD/ILS series could be less accessible or less 

representative. He shouldn’t treat a thinly traded option quote as a precise measurement.

CORN If nobody trades the ruler, the ruler is mostly decorative.

HERMAN You can also look at an average true range, or ATR, on a chart. That’s a technical 

indicator that estimates the typical size of a price move over a chosen number of periods, 

including gaps. It’s often quoted in rate units, not as a clean annualized percentage. It can help 

visualize how much a pair tends to travel in a day or week, but it is not standardized across 

different price levels or chart settings. Two chart services may use different settings and give 

different ATR values.

CORN The indicator has a ruler, but it chose the ruler itself.

Run 1  ·  GPT-6 Luna 46 / 166



HERMAN Another useful tool is a rolling percentile or a z-score of recent returns. If today’s 

move is unusually large relative to the recent distribution, a z-score can flag that. But again, it 

depends on the chosen window and assumes a particular distribution more than currencies 

deserve. A currency return series can have fat tails: rare, severe moves happen more often 

than a tidy normal-distribution model suggests.

CORN The tails are where the newspaper lives.

HERMAN Exactly. For Jim’s decision, I would not make volatility a contest where he chooses 

the pair with the lower number. The exposure comes from the cost of the property in shekels 

and the number of Australian dollars he needs to deliver. He can build a simple scenario table. 

At today’s executable rate, how many Australian dollars does the required shekel amount 

cost? Then what if AUD/ILS moves five percent against him before payment? What if it moves 

ten percent? Include the provider’s spread and fees. The question becomes: could he still 

complete the purchase, and would the change be tolerable?

CORN Volatility is easier to understand when it’s measured in apartments.

HERMAN And the time horizon matters. If he has to pay a deposit next week, long-run 

averages may be less relevant than the calendar of his payment and today’s live market 

conditions. If he has payments spread over six months, he faces repeated exposure. He may 

choose to convert in stages, fix an exchange rate through a forward contract, or simply 

convert when he has the funds and the rate is acceptable. Each choice has trade-offs.

CORN We have reached the part where “just wait for a better rate” becomes a plan.

HERMAN A very common plan, and not really a plan unless he defines what “better” means 

and what he’ll do if the rate moves the other way. A forward contract can lock a rate for a 

future payment, but it isn’t free in the economic sense. The forward rate reflects the interest-

rate difference between the currencies, along with the dealer’s margin and other costs. It may 

also require a deposit or collateral, and the customer must understand the obligation to settle. 

It removes some exchange-rate uncertainty but doesn’t make a poor purchase good.

CORN The hedge does not turn the apartment into a bargain.

HERMAN No. Staggering conversions spreads the timing risk: instead of converting the entire 

sum on one day, he converts portions at different dates. That reduces the chance of being 

completely unlucky on one particular day, but it doesn’t guarantee a better average rate. If the 

currency trends against him during that period, staggered conversion can still cost more than 

converting upfront.

CORN Averaging is not a refund.

HERMAN Exactly. And before using any product, Jim should check eligibility, fees, the 

provider’s terms, and local requirements. He is an Australian expat in Jerusalem, so the 

transfer may involve Australian banking rules, Israeli banking processes, property payment 

procedures, and identity or source-of-funds checks. He should get professional help for legal, 

tax, and property matters. That’s not because currency analysis is mysterious; it’s because a 

technically good rate doesn’t help if the money can’t reach the right account in time.

CORN A bank compliance check is a terrible place to discover the completion deadline.
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HERMAN Now, support points. On a price chart, support is an area where a falling exchange 

rate has previously slowed or bounced. Traders may identify previous lows, price zones with 

lots of trading, round numbers, moving averages, or Fibonacci retracement levels. The theory 

is that buyers may appear at those levels, or sellers may hesitate. But support is not a wall, and 

it isn’t a fundamental property of the currency.

CORN Support is a place a chart has visited, not a place it promised to defend.

HERMAN That’s the crucial distinction. If AUD/ILS has bounced near a particular level several 

times, traders might pay attention to it. But a fresh geopolitical shock can push the rate 

straight through. Once it breaks, some traders who bought at support may sell to limit losses, 

adding pressure. So the old support area can become resistance, where a rising rate struggles 

to move higher. These are zones, not single magic digits.

CORN The floor can become a ceiling. Very considerate of it.

HERMAN Jim should be especially careful with exact support levels from a chart screenshot. 

The answer depends on the data source, the chart timeframe, and whether the rate is a bid, an 

ask, a midpoint, or an indicative feed. A daily chart may show a level that disappears on an 

hourly chart. A level that looks clear over two years may not be meaningful over ten years. 

For AUD/ILS, price data can also be less consistent across retail platforms than it is for a 

heavily traded pair.

CORN A chart can be precise about a number that nobody can actually trade.

HERMAN If he wants to use technical levels, he can decide in advance what role they play. For 

example, “If the rate reaches this zone, I will convert a planned portion,” rather than “This 

zone must hold, so I’ll wait.” The first is a decision rule. The second is a prediction wearing a 

hard hat.

CORN The hard hat does not improve the forecast.

HERMAN He could mark historical lows and highs, compare them across daily and weekly 

charts, and see whether the level has been tested more than once. But I would treat support as 

a way to organize timing, not as evidence that the exchange rate is cheap or expensive in an 

economic sense. A currency can remain “overbought” or “oversold” for a long time, and it can 

break every neat line on a chart.

CORN Lines are very brave when the market is closed.

HERMAN If the purpose is a property purchase, Jim also needs to be clear about which 

exchange rate is the one that matters. For the AUD/ILS payment, the direct cross is the 

relevant outcome. AUD/USD can help him understand one component of that cross, but it is 

not a substitute for checking USD/ILS. If AUD/USD rises while the shekel rises even more 

against the dollar, AUD/ILS could still fall. You need both legs.

CORN Two currencies can both be right about the dollar and still make Jim’s life worse.

HERMAN Let’s unpack the main forces. For AUD/USD, Australian and US interest-rate 

expectations matter a lot. Markets react not just to the current cash rate, but to expectations 

about future decisions by the Reserve Bank of Australia and the Federal Reserve. If traders 

think Australian rates will be relatively higher, that can support the Aussie, all else equal. If 
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they expect the Fed to stay tighter while the RBA cuts, that can weigh on AUD/USD. But “all 

else equal” is doing heroic work there.

CORN It’s the most employed phrase in economics.

HERMAN Interest-rate expectations affect the returns on investments and the forward pricing 

of currencies, but exchange rates also reflect growth, inflation, and risk. Australia exports 

large amounts of commodities, including iron ore, coal, and liquefied natural gas. Commodity 

prices and demand from major trading partners, especially China, can influence Australia’s 

income and the Australian dollar’s outlook. A strong Chinese construction cycle can help 

support demand for Australian iron ore; a downturn or policy change can weaken it.

CORN The Aussie often gets treated as a commodities report with a passport.

HERMAN That’s an oversimplification, but there’s a reason it’s a popular shorthand. Australian 

employment, wages, inflation, household spending, and productivity affect the RBA’s 

assessment of the economy. Weather and supply disruptions can affect exports. The balance of 

trade and the current account matter in the broader background, though a monthly trade 

release does not mechanically dictate the exchange rate. Markets mostly move when data 

surprise expectations or change the outlook.

CORN A number can be good and still make the currency fall if everyone expected better.

HERMAN Exactly. On the US side, growth, inflation, jobs data, Treasury yields, and Federal 

Reserve policy all matter. The dollar often benefits when investors seek safety during global 

stress, although that is a tendency, not a law. The Australian dollar is often considered more 

sensitive to global growth and investor risk appetite. When markets are optimistic, investors 

may be more willing to hold currencies tied to growth and commodities. When there’s a rush 

for safety, the US dollar may strengthen and the Aussie may weaken.

CORN “Risk-on” and “risk-off” sound like switches. They’re more like a badly labelled fuse 

box.

HERMAN They are. A global shock can move the pair even if nothing important happened in 

Australia or the United States that day. The dollar’s role in global borrowing, trade invoicing, 

reserves, and financial markets makes its moves powerful. Changes in US yields can influence 

financial conditions around the world. So a rate decision in Washington may move AUD/USD 

more sharply than an Australian data release.

CORN The US dollar gets a lot of attention for a currency that’s supposedly just one side of a 

pair.

HERMAN Now add the shekel. The biggest structural forces include Israel’s economic outlook, 

inflation, interest rates set by the Bank of Israel, the state of public finances, foreign 

investment, and the performance of export sectors such as technology and services. Israel’s 

economy is unusually exposed to global technology markets, and flows into or out of Israeli 

assets can affect demand for shekels. Foreign investment, domestic institutions’ overseas 

investments, and hedging activity can all matter.

CORN That’s a lot of different people trying to buy or sell shekels for reasons that have 

nothing to do with Jim’s apartment.
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HERMAN Precisely. Then there is the security and political environment. Conflict, escalation 

risk, changes in government policy, uncertainty around the budget, and concerns about 

institutions can affect investor confidence and the shekel. The response isn’t always a simple 

“bad news, weaker currency” calculation. A military or political shock can lead to 

intervention, changes in interest-rate expectations, flows into or out of assets, and shifts in the 

US dollar at the same time. The market is reacting to what people think the consequences will 

be, not assigning a fixed exchange-rate penalty to an event.

CORN Headlines are not exchange-rate formulas.

HERMAN And Israel’s central bank has tools. It can change interest rates, provide liquidity, and 

in certain circumstances intervene in the foreign-exchange market. Israel has previously used 

foreign-exchange reserves and intervention measures in periods of pressure. Whether an 

intervention is likely to work depends on the circumstances, the scale, credibility, and market 

conditions. Jim shouldn’t assume a central bank will keep the shekel within a particular range 

just because it has the capacity to act.

CORN “Could intervene” is not the same as “will save my entry price.”

HERMAN Exactly. The public finances matter too. Markets may pay attention to government 

spending, borrowing needs, debt outlook, and how geopolitical developments affect those. 

Changes in the perceived risk of investing in Israeli assets can influence capital flows and the 

currency. But there’s a timing problem: markets can react to speculation before a policy is 

announced, then reverse when the actual details are known.

CORN The rumour can move first. The facts can arrive late and complain.

HERMAN Australian and Israeli conditions then interact with US-dollar movements. Because 

AUD/ILS is approximately AUD/USD multiplied by USD/ILS, the pair can be pulled in 

opposite directions. A weaker Aussie against the dollar tends to push AUD/ILS down, all else 

equal. A weaker shekel against the dollar tends to push AUD/ILS up, all else equal. If both 

weaken against the dollar, the effect on the cross depends on how much each moves.

CORN So “the dollar rose” still leaves two currencies to compare.

HERMAN Right. Imagine a global risk-off episode. AUD/USD may fall because investors reduce 

exposure to growth-sensitive currencies. At the same time, USD/ILS may rise because 

investors seek dollars, because of local risk, or both. That second move tends to raise AUD/

ILS, while the first tends to lower it. The net result depends on which effect is larger. Anyone 

claiming they know the cross just from one headline is skipping a whole leg of the table.

CORN One leg is a theory. Two legs can at least stand up.

HERMAN There can also be a local-market difference in how fast those movements appear. If a 

headline breaks while one market is thin, quotes may adjust unevenly, and a chart’s displayed 

cross may not be executable. That doesn’t necessarily mean there’s an arbitrage opportunity. It 

might mean the data are stale, the spread is wide, or the provider hasn’t refreshed its quote.

CORN A stale price is not a gift from the universe.

HERMAN A practical way for Jim to monitor this is to track three charts or rate series 

together: AUD/USD, USD/ILS, and the implied or quoted AUD/ILS cross. He can check 
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whether the cross broadly matches the product of the two legs. If it doesn’t, he can ask 

whether the difference reflects timing, spreads, fees, or a quote that isn’t current. He should 

use a consistent source and timestamp.

CORN Three charts. At least one can be blamed for ruining the day.

HERMAN He should also build a short list of regular information sources, rather than 

refreshing every alarming headline. For Australia: RBA statements and minutes, inflation and 

employment releases, and key commodity and China-related news. For the United States: 

Federal Reserve communications, inflation and employment data, and Treasury yields. For 

Israel: Bank of Israel decisions and statements, inflation and growth releases, budget 

developments, and major political or security news. The point isn’t to become an amateur 

intelligence agency. It’s to identify which developments could affect his payment window.

CORN The goal is informed, not permanently online.

HERMAN Exactly. And be wary of stories that name a currency move but don’t distinguish 

cause from correlation. If AUD/USD drops after a Chinese economic release, that may be one 

factor, but US yields, global risk appetite, and positioning could have mattered too. If the 

shekel falls during a political crisis, there may also have been changes in the dollar, local rates, 

and capital flows. Currency attribution is messy.

CORN The market does not attach a note saying, “I moved because of paragraph three.”

HERMAN Now, what would I tell Jim to actually do? First, write down the shekel amount he 

needs and the dates on which he needs it. Include an allowance for transaction costs and any 

uncertainty in the purchase price. Then get executable quotes for that amount from more than 

one reputable provider, using the same timestamp where possible, and record the net shekels 

delivered. That establishes his real transaction cost.

CORN Start with the number he must pay, not the number he hopes to admire.

HERMAN Second, look at historical volatility using at least two or three windows, with 

consistent daily data. Add a few clear scenarios to show the Australian-dollar cost of the 

property if AUD/ILS moves against him by five or ten percent. Those percentages are 

examples for stress testing, not predictions. If the outcome would make the purchase 

unaffordable, the key issue isn’t whether a chart says support is nearby. It’s that he has a 

substantial currency exposure that needs a plan.

CORN A support line cannot approve a mortgage.

HERMAN Third, compare the market route and payment arrangements. Check whether his 

provider quotes AUD/ILS directly, what the all-in margin is, and whether a transfer through 

US dollars changes the final amount. Ask about settlement times and whether a rate can be 

fixed for the payment date. Get the terms in writing. If he considers a forward contract, 

understand the deposit, collateral, cancellation rules, and obligation to deliver.

CORN “Locked rate” sounds relaxing until you read the word “obligation.”

HERMAN Fourth, choose a rule he can stick to. If payments are due in stages, he might convert 

a defined portion on each date, or pre-convert when he has the funds, or hedge a known 

future obligation. He can decide what rate would make him comfortable, but he should 
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understand that waiting for that rate may mean paying more later. A rule reduces impulsive 

decisions; it doesn’t guarantee a favourable outcome.

CORN The best plan is the one that still exists after a bad headline.

HERMAN I’d add one more: separate the property decision from the currency bet. If Jim wants 

the property because it suits his life and the price is acceptable in shekels, that’s a property 

judgment. If he delays the purchase because he expects AUD/ILS to improve, he is also making 

a currency forecast. He can make that choice, but he should name it honestly. Otherwise, the 

currency decision sneaks into the property decision and gets mistaken for prudence.

CORN “I’m waiting for a better rate” can be a forecast with no expiry date.

HERMAN And the reverse is true. Buying immediately removes the uncertainty of future 

exchange rates for that payment, but it doesn’t prove the rate was good. No one knows the 

perfect day in advance. For a person who needs a fixed amount of shekels, certainty can have 

real value. He may reasonably decide that a known cost is worth more than the possibility of a 

better rate.

CORN Certainty is expensive. So is pretending it isn’t.

HERMAN Where I’d be most cautious is using support and resistance to time a large transfer. 

The signals are subjective, especially in a cross with less transparent retail pricing, and they 

can fail during precisely the kind of event that matters in this region. They can help explain 

the chart and give a disciplined person a reference point. They shouldn’t be the foundation of 

the whole purchase plan.

CORN The line on the chart should have a small job.

HERMAN That’s it. Use the fundamentals to understand what might move the pair. Use 

volatility to understand the scale of past or option-priced movement. Use technical levels as 

context. Use executable quotes to measure the cost. And use a payment plan to control the 

exposure that is actually in front of him.

CORN The quote is real. The support level is a suggestion. The property payment is a deadline.

HERMAN That’s a pretty good hierarchy. And for the primary drivers, I’d keep the short 

version in mind: AUD/USD is heavily influenced by the relative outlook for Australian and US 

interest rates, Australian commodities and China-linked demand, US growth and yields, and 

global risk appetite. AUD/ILS adds the shekel’s interest-rate and economic outlook, Israeli 

investment flows, fiscal and political developments, and security risk. Through the cross, 

either currency’s movement against the US dollar can dominate.

CORN And no single headline contains all of that, no matter how dramatic the headline 

sounds.

HERMAN Right. The shekel’s risk environment deserves to be treated seriously, not reduced to 

a chart pattern. A property purchase is a large, illiquid commitment. Jim should understand 

both the currency exposure and the local rules around ownership and payment. If he needs 

tax, legal, or regulated financial advice, he should get it from qualified professionals who know 

his circumstances.
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CORN That’s not a disclaimer. It’s just a remarkably unglamorous part of buying a home.

HERMAN The least glamorous parts often have the most expensive paperwork.

CORN So, Jim: compare rates you can actually trade, measure volatility over more than one 

window, treat support as a zone rather than a promise, and track both legs of AUD/ILS 

through the dollar.

HERMAN And decide how much uncertainty you can tolerate before you decide how to 

manage it. Don’t let a chart make that decision for you.

CORN Or a cousin who says, “The Aussie always bounces here.”

HERMAN Especially that cousin.

CORN He has a support level for every bad idea.

HERMAN Thanks for listening to My Weird Prompts. We hope Jim’s eventual exchange rate is 

kind, but we’d settle for his transfer arriving on time.

CORN A modest forecast.

HERMAN Goodbye.

CORN Goodbye.
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Run 2
The prompt as the show received it

The October 7th Hamas invasion of Israel was one of the most extraordinary military 

events in recent history. We've talked before about how Israel's defenses were actually 

overcome in practice looking at the mechanics of how a terrorist force was able to 

disable observation while simultaneously creating deception and infiltrating. What have 

we learned since the atrocity about how long the actual event was in planning and 

preparation? Not the immediate preparations that Israeli intelligence apparently missed, 

but from when the first seeds of the operation might have been planted how might an 

organization like Hamas, permanently wary of Israeli infiltration, have maintained 

compartmentalization up until the operation? Would ordinary Gazans have been taken 

by surprise by what they witnessed on that morning? Or have we seen evidence 

suggesting that awareness that the attack was eventual was more widely known than we 

might have expected?
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GPT-6.1 Sol
Run 2 · 3458 words

CORN How many people can know a secret before it stops being a secret?

HERMAN Depends what they know. “Something big is coming” can circulate through a 

movement for years. “Be at this place at six thirty on Saturday” is a completely different secret.

CORN One is a rumor. The other needs an alarm clock.

HERMAN And that distinction is central to Daniel’s question today. How long was the October 

seventh attack in preparation, how did Hamas keep it compartmentalized, and how much did 

ordinary people in Gaza know beforehand?

CORN Welcome to My Weird Prompts. I’m Corn.

HERMAN And I’m Herman Poppleberry. We should put a date on what we’re discussing: the 

Hamas-led attack on Israel on October seventh, twenty twenty-three. About twelve hundred 

people were killed, most of them civilians, and two hundred fifty-one people were taken 

hostage.

CORN Daniel says we’ve previously discussed how the border defenses were overcome. Today 

we’re moving upstream. Not the last few days of positioning people, but the years before that. 

When did an ambition become an operation? And who could see that happening?

HERMAN My short answer is that the strongest public evidence supports serious planning over 

at least roughly two years, with important antecedents further back. Knowledge was layered. 

Senior planners knew far more than most fighters, and most fighters knew far more than 

ordinary residents. We have evidence of some wider anticipation, but not evidence that Gaza’s 

civilian population generally knew the date and nature of the attack.

CORN Good. Now let’s make every word of that earn its keep. Especially “planning,” because 

people use it to mean anything from drawing an arrow on a map to putting fuel in a vehicle.

HERMAN Exactly. I’d separate four clocks. The strategic aspiration: breach Israel’s defenses 

and attack communities or military positions. Capability development: training, intelligence 

collection, weapons, communications. Operational design: which forces do what. And 

authorization: this particular operation happens on this particular morning. Those clocks 

don’t all start together.

CORN So if someone says, “They planned it for ten years,” the first question is, “Planned 

what?” An intention to attack Israel isn’t a ten-year appointment in a calendar.

HERMAN Right. Hamas is an armed Islamist movement committed to fighting Israel, and it had 

pursued cross-border attacks, tunnels, and hostage-taking long before twenty twenty-three. 

Gilad Shalit was captured in a cross-border raid in two thousand six. That establishes a history 

of objectives and methods. It doesn’t establish that October seventh existed as a specific plan 

back then.

CORN And the two thousand fourteen war exposed another element: tunnels intended to get 

armed men across the boundary. So the idea that the border could be penetrated wasn’t born 

in a meeting in twenty twenty-two.
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HERMAN No. But we need to resist retroactively treating every earlier capability as a 

component of a single master plan. Organizations acquire tools for several possible 

contingencies. Later they combine them. A tunnel, a drone unit, and a training compound can 

have histories that predate the operation eventually using them.

CORN What’s the earliest firm foothold for the actual operation, rather than its family tree?

HERMAN There are two particularly important public reporting tracks. One is the New York 

Times reporting in November twenty twenty-three on an approximately forty-page Hamas 

attack blueprint that Israeli officials called “Jericho Wall.” The Times reported that Israeli 

officials had obtained it more than a year before the attack.

CORN That’s the document describing a remarkably similar sequence: rockets, attacks on 

surveillance, breaches, and armed men entering Israeli territory.

HERMAN Yes. Crucially, it reportedly didn’t give a date. Its significance is that the broad 

operational concept existed well before the final preparations. Israeli officials had an outline of 

something close to the eventual attack and judged it beyond Hamas’s capabilities, or treated it 

as aspirational rather than executable.

CORN A forty-page aspiration. Quite committed stationery.

HERMAN And the second track is reporting, also by the Times, in October twenty twenty-four, 

based on minutes of secret Hamas leadership meetings seized by the Israeli military. The 

newspaper described ten meetings spanning January twenty twenty-two to August twenty 

twenty-three. Those records portrayed sustained planning for what leaders called the “big 

project.”

CORN Before we give those minutes the weight of scripture, what’s the source problem?

HERMAN They’re captured adversary documents supplied through an interested party. The 

Times said it assessed their authenticity, including by cross-checking details, but the public 

doesn’t have an independently accessible, complete Hamas archive. We should say “the 

documents reported by the Times indicate,” not pretend we personally audited every page in 

Gaza.

CORN That’s not a reason to discard them. It’s a reason to keep the label on the jar.

HERMAN Exactly. According to that reporting, Hamas initially contemplated launching in the 

autumn of twenty twenty-two, then postponed while seeking more support from Iran and 

Hezbollah. The meetings also described an effort to avoid a major confrontation in Gaza that 

might disrupt preparations. That gives us more than generic hostility. It gives us deliberation, 

scheduling, and postponement.

CORN Which settles one thing rather cleanly. This wasn’t a spontaneous decision made after 

some incident in late September twenty twenty-three. Immediate events might have 

influenced timing or justification, but the machinery was already there.

HERMAN Strongly agreed. Reuters also reported shortly after the attack, citing sources familiar 

with Hamas’s thinking, that it had carried out a roughly two-year deception campaign. That 

reporting emphasized cultivating an impression that Hamas wanted economic relief and 

wasn’t seeking another major war.
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CORN Does that mean we should put the beginning in twenty twenty-one?

HERMAN As a cautious shorthand for intensive preparation, yes, approximately. But “twenty 

twenty-one” shouldn’t become a magic date. We have different sources describing different 

layers. The leadership minutes establish organized discussion by early twenty twenty-two; the 

blueprint establishes an advanced concept well before October twenty twenty-three; 

retrospective accounts push the preparation period back further.

CORN I’d phrase it as: at least a couple of years for the identifiable operation, with a longer 

runway of capabilities and ambitions. Not one weekend, and not a confidently documented 

decade of this exact plan.

HERMAN That’s my position too. There’s another subtlety: a plan can become more ambitious 

while it develops. We shouldn’t assume that the earliest version had exactly the scale, targets, 

or expected consequences of what happened. Nor should we assume that everything that 

happened that day was centrally scripted in advance.

CORN Important distinction. Saying the attack was planned doesn’t tell you which individual 

crimes were ordered beforehand, which arose from broad instructions, and which were 

committed opportunistically. You need evidence for each claim. The overall operation and the 

conduct of every participant are different evidentiary questions.

HERMAN Yes. And the documented advance identification of civilian communities and 

hostage-taking preparations matter enormously. This wasn’t simply a conventional assault 

that accidentally wandered into residential streets. But precision about individual 

responsibility still matters, especially when people use one captured paper to make claims 

about thousands of people.

CORN Let’s turn to compartmentalization. Because the apparent paradox is real. You need lots 

of people to train for a large attack, but every additional person is another possible leak.

HERMAN The paradox gets smaller once you stop imagining secrecy as a single locked box. 

Hamas didn’t need to conceal that it had armed units, trained for raids, or wanted to attack 

Israel. Those were public facts. The valuable secrets were the degree of readiness, the final 

scope, the coordination, and above all the timing.

CORN So a fighter could practice attacking a mock Israeli position without knowing whether 

it was a standing drill, a contingency for a future war, or rehearsal for next Saturday.

HERMAN Precisely. Public footage showed armed groups in Gaza conducting exercises 

involving mock Israeli positions, simulated incursions, and hostage-taking scenarios. Joint 

exercises by Palestinian factions had been held before the attack, including the “Strong Pillar” 

series beginning in twenty twenty. Those exercises demonstrated capabilities and intentions 

without publicly announcing an execution date.

CORN There’s a nasty intelligence problem there. If you watch someone rehearse something 

repeatedly, you can either become more alarmed or start filing it under “the thing they always 

rehearse.”

HERMAN And both responses can be reasonable until other evidence distinguishes them. 

Repetition can normalize a warning signal. But we shouldn’t turn that into an excuse for 
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ignoring it. The Times reported that a signals intelligence analyst warned in twenty twenty-

three that a Hamas exercise resembled the Jericho Wall blueprint. Her concerns were 

dismissed by a superior.

CORN That’s the point where “they hid everything” becomes misleading. Some of it was 

hidden. Some was visible and interpreted incorrectly.

HERMAN Exactly. Concealment and misassessment worked together. An organization doesn’t 

have to make every clue disappear if its opponent has a framework that explains those clues 

away. Israeli assessments placed substantial weight on deterrence, Hamas’s governing 

responsibilities, and its apparent interest in economic concessions.

CORN Governing Gaza was supposed to make Hamas cautious. Instead, people mistook a 

constraint for a guarantee.

HERMAN Yes, although I’d push back slightly on making economic policy itself sound foolish. 

Permits and improved living conditions can affect incentives. The failure was treating those 

incentives as proof that leadership wouldn’t choose a catastrophic war. Leaders can value 

military or ideological objectives above the welfare of the population they govern.

CORN I accept that distinction. “They have something to lose” is analysis. “Therefore they 

won’t do it” is a bet. And the people placing the bet weren’t the only people exposed to the 

loss.

HERMAN On internal secrecy, the broad picture in reporting is a small leadership circle 

controlling the operation, with information distributed downward late. Yahya Sinwar and 

military commander Mohammed Deif were central figures. Marwan Issa is also widely 

identified as a key military leader. But a precise, verified list of everyone who knew the 

complete plan isn’t public.

CORN Nor should we pretend “Hamas knew” is a useful answer by itself. Hamas has political 

officials, military commanders, local operatives, administrators, and people abroad. 

Membership doesn’t mean a shared view of the command room.

HERMAN Quite. Reporting indicated that some political figures outside Gaza were not told the 

detailed plan in advance. And early reporting described fighters receiving their specific 

assignments only close to the operation. The exact accounts differ, so I wouldn’t build a 

minute-by-minute sequence from them. The consistent point is unequal access to information.

CORN What about the reports of couriers and avoiding electronic communications? They’ve 

acquired an almost magical quality. As if a handwritten note defeats the entire Israeli 

intelligence apparatus.

HERMAN It doesn’t. Reputable reporting has described reliance on face-to-face meetings, 

couriers, and less exposed communications. But the detailed internal communications history 

remains incomplete. The defensible conclusion is that Hamas was acutely aware of Israeli 

interception and penetration, not that we know every channel it used or that any channel was 

invulnerable.

CORN Paper is not invisibility. It’s paper.
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HERMAN And some of the paper ended up in Israeli hands. Which rather proves the point. 

Hamas also has a long history of counterintelligence and pursuing suspected collaborators. 

That environment encourages restricted disclosure and distrust. But it carries costs: slower 

coordination, misunderstandings, and leadership receiving only what subordinates think is 

safe to say.

CORN I’m glad you mentioned costs. These stories can accidentally make secrecy sound like 

an elegant management technique. In practice, a paranoid organization is full of frightened 

people and imperfect information. We’re explaining how something happened, not admiring 

an immaculate machine.

HERMAN Absolutely. October seventh also involved chaos, communications failures, groups 

acting beyond a single tightly controlled sequence, and later entrants crossing through 

openings. Initial coordination and subsequent disorder can coexist. The scale of the disaster 

doesn’t mean every event was the product of flawless control.

CORN Now the international circle. When people hear “Iran backed Hamas,” they often skip 

directly to “Iran knew the date.” What can we actually say?

HERMAN Iranian funding, weapons assistance, and training support to Hamas are well 

established. Advance knowledge of this particular operation is a separate question. Early 

stories offered conflicting accounts. Public American assessments shortly afterward said there 

wasn’t evidence establishing that Iran directed the attack or knew its precise timing, and some 

intelligence reportedly suggested surprise among senior Iranian officials.

CORN And those captured meeting records complicate “nobody outside knew anything.”

HERMAN They do. The Times reported that Hamas sought Iranian and Hezbollah 

participation, including through contact with an Iranian official in twenty twenty-three. That 

supports awareness among some outsiders of a proposed major undertaking. It doesn’t by 

itself establish that Iran’s leadership or Hezbollah’s leadership received the final date and 

approved the actual operation as executed.

CORN So “supported the organization,” “discussed an offensive,” and “had Saturday’s schedule” 

are three different claims. People keep stapling them together.

HERMAN They do. There were also conflicting statements from participants afterward, each 

with reasons to exaggerate influence or deny responsibility. I’m not sure the complete external 

notification chain is publicly reconstructable. I would leave that uncertain rather than appoint 

a secret mastermind because the story feels tidier with one.

CORN Let’s go to the part of Daniel’s question that could most easily get mangled: ordinary 

Gazans. Would they have been surprised?

HERMAN Many plainly were, according to contemporaneous interviews and testimony. People 

described waking to rocket fire, hearing extraordinary reports, and learning through phones, 

broadcasts, and messages that armed men had entered Israel. But Gaza had more than two 

million residents. There’s no single emotional or informational experience we can assign to all 

of them.
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CORN Surprise also has several meanings. You can expect another war, support attacks on 

Israel, know a militant cousin is training, and still be completely blindsided by the morning, 

the scale, or what the attackers did.

HERMAN Exactly. General anticipation of conflict is not foreknowledge of an operation. A 

resident who heard Hamas promise to attack Israel had heard something Hamas had said 

many times. Even a specific rumor about a coming offensive needs scrutiny: when was it 

recorded, how precise was it, and was it distinguishable beforehand from the rumors that 

went nowhere?

CORN The winning lottery ticket always looks prophetic afterward.

HERMAN And retrospective testimony is vulnerable to that effect. After a huge event, 

ambiguous remarks acquire new meanings. Someone remembers a relative saying, “Things 

will change soon.” Perhaps that relative knew something. Perhaps he was repeating factional 

bravado. Without a contemporaneous record or corroboration, we can’t confidently choose.

CORN What about the footage of people crossing into Israel after the initial breach? That’s 

often presented as proof that this was widely known.

HERMAN It proves that additional people crossed once the border had been opened and news 

was spreading. Some were armed; others appeared unarmed. There is evidence of participation 

in killings, abductions, and looting by people beyond the initial assault units. But conduct after 

the opening does not establish knowledge before it.

CORN That isn’t splitting hairs. It’s the whole question. Joining something at nine doesn’t 

prove you knew about it at five.

HERMAN Correct. And footage can identify acts or particular people when properly verified. It 

cannot establish the prior knowledge of a whole population. Equally, calling somebody a 

civilian because he lacks a uniform doesn’t tell you whether he’s participating in hostilities. 

Appearance, organizational affiliation, prior knowledge, and conduct are separate variables.

CORN I want to linger there because there are two bad shortcuts. One says everyone seen 

without a uniform was an innocent bystander. The other says everyone in Gaza must have 

been in on it because some people joined in. Neither follows from the evidence.

HERMAN Agreed. There’s another trap in videos of celebrations. Celebrating killings or 

hostage-taking is appalling. But even clearly verified celebration is evidence of someone’s 

reaction after the event, not automatically of advance notice. Moral revulsion doesn’t give us 

permission to change the tense of the evidence.

CORN “Change the tense” is exactly it. The question is what people knew before. Not whether 

we like what some people did afterward.

HERMAN And we have to consider what civilian surprise would actually look like in the 

record. Much of the early coverage focused on Israel, for obvious reasons, and then on the 

bombardment and humanitarian catastrophe in Gaza. We don’t have a representative, 

contemporaneous survey asking residents what they knew at six in the morning.

CORN Nor would an opinion poll months later solve it. “Do you approve?” and “Were you told 

beforehand?” are not neighboring questions. They’re different rooms.
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HERMAN Yes. Surveys about support for the attack, or beliefs about what happened during it, 

tell us about attitudes and information environments. They can’t be repurposed as a measure 

of operational foreknowledge. That remains true even when a survey result is politically 

convenient for someone making the claim.

CORN Is there credible evidence, though, that awareness extended beyond a tiny handful? I 

don’t want our answer to become “nothing can ever be known,” because the attack involved a 

lot of preparation.

HERMAN There certainly had to be a broader circle with partial knowledge: trainers, 

intelligence collectors, unit commanders, people preparing equipment, fighters practicing 

tasks. Other armed factions ultimately participated as well. The question is what each person 

knew and when. A large support footprint is compatible with a small circle knowing the 

complete operation.

CORN So Daniel’s alternative isn’t quite either-or. Ordinary residents could be surprised while 

hundreds or more people knew some relevant fragment. And a commander could know more 

than an equipment supplier without knowing the date himself.

HERMAN Exactly. Think of knowledge as overlapping circles rather than a line between 

insiders and everyone else. We can infer some circles from the work required. We cannot infer 

their precise size or contents without evidence. I’d be wary of anyone producing a confident 

number for how many people knew the full plan.

CORN Especially a very small, cinematic number. “Only five men knew” sounds wonderful in 

a documentary trailer. Five men cannot personally run every rehearsal, inspect every vehicle, 

and memorize every assignment. What they might uniquely possess is the authority and final 

schedule.

HERMAN That’s the useful correction. Full knowledge can be concentrated while preparation 

is distributed. And “the date” itself may not have been fixed throughout the planning period. If 

leaders postponed an earlier launch, someone could genuinely have known about an intended 

operation in twenty twenty-two without knowing what would happen in October twenty 

twenty-three.

CORN That makes a leaked warning tricky too. “They’re preparing a major attack” might be 

true for a long time. But it isn’t useless. It should alter what an intelligence service considers 

possible, even if it doesn’t let anyone circle a day.

HERMAN Exactly. The absence of a date is not the absence of actionable warning. Israel’s own 

military and security investigations have acknowledged profound failures in understanding 

Hamas’s intentions and in responding to the attack. The public record supports criticism of 

assumptions and readiness without requiring us to believe that every tactical detail was 

available in advance.

CORN I think that’s where I land on the apparent miracle of secrecy. It was partly secrecy and 

partly disbelief. Hamas hid the moment. Israel misread the capability and intent. Those 

failures multiplied each other.
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HERMAN I agree, with one reservation: “Israel” can flatten internal disagreement just as 

“Hamas” can. There were analysts and border observers who raised alarms. Institutions don’t 

simply know or fail to know. Information has to be heard, interpreted, escalated, and 

connected to decisions.

CORN Fair correction. A warning sitting on someone’s desk is not the same as a government 

preparing for the thing it warns about. The paper has arrived. The belief hasn’t.

HERMAN And that brings us back to the forty-page blueprint. The most unsettling part isn’t 

that every secret stayed secret. It’s that substantial knowledge could exist on the defending 

side without overturning the prevailing assessment. Intelligence failure can be a failure to 

believe your own evidence.

CORN So let’s give Daniel a settled answer. The identifiable operation was prepared over 

years, with strong public evidence reaching back at least into twenty twenty-two and 

reporting pointing to intensive work around twenty twenty-one. Earlier attacks and 

capabilities supplied the groundwork, but don’t prove a decade-long fixed plan.

HERMAN Hamas maintained secrecy primarily by separating general preparation from 

complete operational knowledge and final timing, while exploiting Israeli misjudgments. Some 

insiders and outside contacts knew pieces. The full distribution remains uncertain. And no, the 

available evidence does not support saying that ordinary Gazans generally knew what was 

coming that morning.

CORN Nor does surprise mean every resident opposed it, or participation afterward mean 

everyone knew beforehand. Those are separate claims, and they stay separate even when 

collapsing them would make a more satisfying argument.

HERMAN The extraordinary thing was not a secret perfectly hidden from every person. It was 

an operation whose crucial connections and timing remained concealed or unrecognized long 

enough to enable a catastrophe.

CORN The clues existed. So did the wrong explanation.

HERMAN Thanks to Daniel for the question, and thanks for listening to My Weird Prompts. 

I’m Herman Poppleberry.

CORN And I’m Corn. See you next time.
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Run 2 · 3470 words

CORN Okay, today's prompt is a heavy one, but it's what Daniel sent, so let's get straight to it.

HERMAN Yeah, Daniel wants us to go back to October seventh. Not the morning itself, we've 

done the mechanics of the fence and the cameras, but the before. How long was it in planning, 

how did they keep it secret, and did ordinary people in Gaza see it coming.

CORN Planning, secrecy, surprise. The unholy trinity.

HERMAN Exactly. And there's actually been a lot learned since, from captured documents, 

interrogations, Israeli inquiries, reporting by the Times and the Journal and others. It's still 

incomplete, but we can draw a much clearer timeline than we could in October twenty twenty 

three.

CORN So when does the clock start?

HERMAN The honest answer is there are two clocks. There's the dream clock and the plan 

clock. The dream of a mass incursion, take hostages, hold Israeli towns, that's old Hamas 

doctrine. Mohammed Deif has been talking about it in internal speeches since at least twenty 

fourteen, after the Gaza war that summer. He kept saying the next war would be on Israeli 

ground, not just rockets.

CORN Ambitious for a guy in a wheelchair rumour.

HERMAN Well, Deif survived multiple assassination attempts, he was badly injured, but he was 

still operational commander alongside Yahya Sinwar and Marwan Issa. And by twenty twenty 

one, that dream turns into paper. That's when Israeli intelligence later said the first detailed 

draft appears, what became known as the Jericho Wall document.

CORN Jericho Wall. Subtle.

HERMAN It's a forty page Hamas battle plan obtained by Israel in twenty twenty two, 

published by the New York Times in late twenty twenty three. It lays out in almost boring 

detail how to smash through the Gaza division. Which cameras to snipe, which bases to 

overrun, the order of operations, kibbutz by kibbutz. Re'im base, Nahal Oz, the Erez crossing.

CORN And Israel read it and yawned.

HERMAN Pretty much. Officers in the Gaza Division and in Unit eighty two hundred read it, 

and the assessment was, yeah, this is aspirational. Like Hamas wants to do this but lacks the 

capability. One officer reportedly called it a fantasy scenario. So it wasn't ignored exactly, it 

was filed as enemy ambition rather than enemy intention.

CORN Famous last filing.

HERMAN Right. But here's the key shift we've learned. After May twenty twenty one, after the 

eleven day war Israel called Operation Guardian of the Walls, Sinwar and Deif decide to 

actually build toward it. Israeli interrogations of captured Nukhba commanders and 

documents seized in Gaza in twenty twenty four point to summer twenty twenty one as the 

real start. That's two years and change before the attack.
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CORN Two years to plan a morning.

HERMAN Two years to plan about six hours that changed everything. And they spent it very 

methodically. First, they created a general plan, then they broke it into compartmented pieces 

so almost nobody saw the whole thing.

CORN So how small was the inner circle?

HERMAN Tiny. This is one of the clearest findings. The full knowledge group appears to have 

been maybe five to seven people for most of that period. Sinwar in Gaza, Deif as military chief, 

Issa as his deputy, maybe Ayman Nofal, maybe a couple of battalion level planners for 

mapping. Even the Hamas political leadership outside Gaza, Ismail Haniyeh in Doha, Saleh al 

Arouri in Beirut, seem to have been kept in the dark until very late.

CORN Your boss doesn't know you're invading.

HERMAN I'm not sure about this part, but the evidence suggests Haniyeh was informed only 

days before, maybe hours. There are intercepted calls and Israeli assessments saying the 

outside leadership was surprised by the timing and scale. Which tells you how paranoid the 

Gaza leadership was, even of their own movement.

CORN Trust no one, especially coworkers.

HERMAN And especially because Israel had thoroughly penetrated Hamas communications in 

the past. Assassinations in the two thousands and twenty tens relied on informants and phone 

tracking. Sinwar in particular was obsessed with this. He'd spent twenty two years in Israeli 

prison, learned Hebrew, studied Israeli intelligence failures, studied how Israel recruits 

collaborators. He assumed every phone was tapped, every meeting could leak.

CORN Reasonable assumption.

HERMAN So they went radically low tech. According to captured operatives, top level 

discussions were face to face, no phones, no written minutes, often in tunnels. Orders went 

down on paper couriers. Units were trained on a need to know slice. One group trained only 

on drones, another only on paragliders, another only on breaching a replica fence, without 

being told when or how they'd combine.

CORN Like rehearsing a play without the ending.

HERMAN Perfect analogy. And they built at least six full scale mock Israeli bases in Gaza, full 

size, with the same guard towers, the same fences, the same communications rooms as Nahal 

Oz and others. Satellite imagery later showed these sites. Israeli analysts saw them being built 

in twenty twenty two and twenty twenty three and thought, oh, training propaganda.

CORN Propaganda with live ammo.

HERMAN They held at least four large scale public exercises, the Strong Pillar drills in twenty 

twenty two and twenty twenty three, where they practiced kidnapping soldiers, storming 

settlements, driving pickup trucks through breaches. They posted videos themselves. And 

Israel watched and concluded it was theater to impress the base.

CORN Best camouflage is posting it.
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HERMAN That's the deception half, and it's brilliant in a dark way. Sinwar ran a parallel 

political deception. From late twenty twenty one onward, Hamas signaled it wanted calm. It 

stayed out of the August twenty twenty two fight between Israel and Islamic Jihad, and again 

in May twenty twenty three. Israel read that as deterrence working. Hamas is focused on 

governing, on salaries, on work permits.

CORN Eighteen thousand work permits will mellow anyone.

HERMAN That's the number, around eighteen thousand Gazans allowed to work in Israel by 

September twenty twenty three, bringing in millions of shekels a day. Israeli policy under 

successive governments was basically buy quiet with economics. Sinwar played along, sent 

messages through Qatar and Egypt and the UN that we want more permits, more aid, keep the 

money flowing. Meanwhile he's moving funds and explosives for the attack.

CORN The long con with pay stubs.

HERMAN And the Israelis bought it. The Gaza Division was thinned out. Troops moved to the 

West Bank to deal with unrest there around Huwara and Jenin. The border relied more on the 

smart fence, remote cameras, sensors, automated machine guns, with fewer soldiers actually 

watching. Hamas studied the shift patterns, knew that on Jewish holidays manning would be 

lowest.

CORN Which is why October seventh.

HERMAN Simchat Torah, a Saturday, early morning, fog in some sectors. A perfect storm. But 

back to compartmentalization, how do you train thousands without leaking. The answer is 

you tell the thousands almost nothing until the night before.

CORN Thousands knew nothing?

HERMAN The assault force was about three thousand Nukhba and other Hamas fighters in the 

first wave, plus later Islamic Jihad and others. Most of them, according to interrogations, were 

told they were going to another drill on October sixth. They were ordered to gather, hand in 

phones, sleep with gear. Only commanders opened sealed envelopes around three or four in 

the morning on October seventh with real targets and maps.

CORN Surprise party, worst kind.

HERMAN Some lower fighters said they only learned they were going into Israel when the 

bulldozers hit the fence at six thirty in the morning. They'd been told for months that 

breaching the fence was defensive training, to prevent an Israeli invasion. That level of 

discipline over two years in a place as leaky and desperate as Gaza is extraordinary.

CORN Or terrifying.

HERMAN Both. And they enforced it brutally. Hamas internal security, the General Security 

apparatus, executed suspected collaborators during that period, restricted movement near 

training sites, compartmented rocket and drone workshops. They even used deception within 

deception, letting rumors circulate about a tunnel invasion or a limited raid so if Israel heard 

chatter it would misjudge scale.

CORN So did Israel hear chatter?
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HERMAN They heard a lot, and that's the tragedy we've learned more about since. Female 

spotters at Nahal Oz, the tatzpitaniyot, reported for months in twenty twenty three that they 

saw rehearsals, new holes in the fence being probed, drones testing camera blind spots, men 

on motorbikes timing response. They sent warnings up the chain in July, August, September.

CORN Cassandras in headsets.

HERMAN And there were Unit eighty two hundred warnings, including one analyst who 

flagged in the summer that Hamas's pattern matched Jericho Wall, and a warning in late 

September about a major drill that looked like preparation. The Nova festival extension, the 

decision to keep that party going near Re'im with thousands of young people despite security 

concerns, that's part of the Israeli inquiries too.

CORN Hindsight is generously cruel.

HERMAN It is, but the inquiries show it wasn't just hindsight. The system was primed to 

dismiss. The prevailing concept, the kontzeptzia, was Hamas is deterred, Hamas wants money, 

a big ground invasion is beyond them. So every signal got reinterpreted. Drones near the 

fence, oh they're testing us but won't act. Training videos, oh it's morale.

CORN If all you have is deterrence, everything looks deterred.

HERMAN Exactly. And Hamas actively fed that. In the weeks before, they staged violent 

protests at the fence then called them off, as if responding to Qatari pressure. They gave Israel 

the feeling it still had levers. Sinwar reportedly told mediators in September, we don't want 

escalation. Four days before the attack, Israel actually increased the work permit quota.

CORN Ouch.

HERMAN Yeah. Now your third question, what did ordinary Gazans know. This is where it 

gets complicated and where I think early coverage oversimplified.

CORN Go on.

HERMAN Were ordinary families told the date and hour? No. There's no evidence of that. Gaza 

has two point two million people, you can't tell them all and keep surprise. Most people woke 

up on October seventh to rockets and rumors, confused. Many learned what was happening 

from Telegram videos of fighters in Sderot and Ofakim.

CORN So total surprise?

HERMAN For most, yes in terms of timing. But did they know something big was eventual? 

That's different. And here the answer seems to be, many suspected Hamas was building 

toward a major confrontation, just not this form. You lived next to those mock bases. You saw 

paragliders training over the beach at dawn, which is weird because Gaza is tiny and 

paragliders are loud. You saw tunnels being dug, rockets moved at night. Fishermen, farmers 

near the border, they talked.

CORN Hard to hide a paraglider.

HERMAN Really hard when I'm on one, but Hamas managed by normalizing it as routine 

resistance training. And crucially, Hamas's own propaganda for years promised a liberation 

battle, incursion, prisoners to trade. Kids in summer camps did kidnapping roleplay. Imams 
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preached about Al Aqsa being in danger. So the idea of an attack wasn't alien, but the scale, 

going house to house in twenty plus towns, taking two hundred fifty one hostages to Gaza, 

killing around twelve hundred people in a day, that was beyond what almost anyone 

imagined.

CORN Expecting a skirmish, got a war.

HERMAN And then there's the second wave, which tells us a lot. Around nine or ten in the 

morning, after the fence was breached in about thirty places along forty miles, ordinary 

Gazans, hundreds, maybe over a thousand, poured through on foot, on bikes, in cars. Some 

were organized Hamas auxiliaries, but many appear to have been civilians who saw an 

opening to loot, to steal tractors, TVs, to kidnap. Israeli video and later trials show unarmed 

men grabbing people at Be'eri and Nir Oz.

CORN Opportunism at gunpoint.

HERMAN That's the disturbing part. It suggests awareness spread incredibly fast that morning. 

By eight am WhatsApp and mosque loudspeakers in border areas like Shujaiya and Rafah 

were buzzing, the border is open, go in. So surprise lasted hours, not days. And that second 

wave committed many of the atrocities and kidnappings, which made the event even harder to 

control or reverse.

CORN So compartmentalized at the top, porous at the bottom after go time.

HERMAN Exactly. And we've learned from seized phones and interrogations that Hamas 

commanders anticipated this and in some cases encouraged it, to overwhelm Israeli response, 

to create chaos, to bring back more hostages to use as bargaining chips. Deif's recorded 

message that morning calling on everyone to join, Palestinians in the West Bank and beyond, 

was part of triggering that.

CORN Did Iran know? Everyone asks.

HERMAN I'm not sure about this part, but here's what reporting says so far. There were 

meetings in Beirut and Tehran in summer twenty twenty three with Islamic Revolutionary 

Guard Corps officials and Hezbollah, where Hamas leaders discussed broad coordination. Wall 

Street Journal reported Iranian green light claims, but US and Israeli intelligence later said no 

direct evidence Iran knew the date or ordered it. More like Iran funded and trained generally, 

probably knew something was brewing, but didn't run the operation.

CORN Funding without calendar access.

HERMAN That's a good way to put it. Same with Hezbollah. They were surprised on October 

seventh and took days to decide to open limited fire on October eighth. If this was a 

coordinated regional plan with a start date, Hezbollah's response was oddly slow.

CORN So Hamas went solo to keep the secret.

HERMAN Solo is the point. Sinwar wanted Palestinian ownership, and secrecy required cutting 

out even allies. One captured document from early twenty twenty three, if authentic, talks 

explicitly about avoiding informing regional partners to prevent leaks to Israel. That fits the 

personality. Control everything, tell no one.
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CORN How did they pay for two years without noticing?

HERMAN Another thing we've learned. Money moved through crypto, through Turkish and 

Lebanese exchanges, through Qatari cash for salaries that freed up other funds, through taxes 

on smuggling. Not huge sums by state standards, tens of millions, but enough for AKs, RPGs, 

drones bought commercially and modified, paragliders bought as sports gear, concrete for 

tunnels. Much of it dual use, invisible in a blockaded economy.

CORN Sports gear with grenades.

HERMAN And they disabled observation the morning of in a way that shows long study. At six 

thirty am, first a massive rocket barrage, over four thousand rockets in the first hours by 

Israeli counts, to force soldiers into shelters. Simultaneously, commercial drones dropped 

explosives on remote controlled machine gun towers and cameras. Snipers shot out the 

observation balloons and fiber nodes. Bulldozers and explosives opened the fence. It was 

straight from Jericho Wall, almost to the minute.

CORN Practice makes massacre.

HERMAN Yeah. That's blunt but accurate. They rehearsed that sequence for at least a year. 

Captured GoPro footage shows units calling out code words for each Israeli position. They 

knew the radio frequencies, the response time from Re'im base was supposed to be minutes, 

they planned to block the roads with burning tires to delay reinforcements.

CORN They knew the commute.

HERMAN They did. Former workers with permits had mapped towns. Interrogated fighters 

carried hand drawn maps of kibbutz dining halls, safe rooms, where the elderly lived. That 

mapping likely took the full two years, built slowly from open sources, drone footage, and 

human observation.

CORN So back to Daniel's question. From first seeds to execution?

HERMAN I'd answer it like this. Ideological seed, twenty fourteen to twenty eighteen, Deif and 

Sinwar talking about taking the fight across. Operational seed, May twenty twenty one war, 

decision to build. Detailed planning, late twenty twenty one through twenty twenty two, 

Jericho Wall drafted, mockups built, money moved. Intensive training and deception, twenty 

twenty two through September twenty twenty three. Final operational order, late September, 

with only a handful knowing the October seventh date until October sixth.

CORN Two years of building, two days of telling.

HERMAN And that ratio is why it worked. Israel was looking for a signature, tanks massing, 

phones lighting up. Hamas gave them the opposite, silence at the top, routine noise at the 

bottom.

CORN So ordinary Gazans taken by surprise?

HERMAN Overwhelmingly yes on timing, no on the general direction. People knew Hamas 

was preparing something violent, they just didn't know it would be a full scale invasion that 

would bring total war back on them. Many of the interviews since, with displaced families in 
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Rafah and Deir al Balah, say the same thing. We woke up to celebration and by noon we were 

terrified of the response.

CORN Celebration to terror by lunch.

HERMAN And some knew more. Hamas families, tunnel workers, Nukhba relatives, people 

near training sites in Khan Younis, they surely knew their sons were doing something unusual 

in late September, disappearing for days, phones confiscated. But knowing your son is training 

is not knowing he's going to attack Sderot on Saturday.

CORN There's a gap between unease and warning.

HERMAN That's the gap Israel also lived in. Everyone felt unease, no one converted it to 

warning. Which raises the hardest lesson we've learned since. Compartmentalization doesn't 

require high tech. It requires patience and a willingness to let even your own people be 

surprised.

CORN And to sacrifice them after.

HERMAN That's the frank part we have to say. Sinwar and Deif knew Israel's response would 

devastate Gaza. Captured writings show they expected a major bombing campaign, 

displacement, thousands dead, and considered it a necessary cost to shatter the status quo and 

force a prisoner exchange and global attention. Whether ordinary Gazans would have 

consented if asked was never considered because they were never asked.

CORN Consent wasn't in the envelope.

HERMAN No. And that's why the surprise matters morally, not just operationally. This wasn't 

a national decision debated. It was a small cabal gambling with two million lives plus Israeli 

civilian lives, using secrecy not just against Israel but against their own population and even 

their own political leaders.

CORN Small room, big fire.

HERMAN I keep coming back to those female observers at Nahal Oz. Nineteen and twenty year 

olds, watching screens twelve hours a day, logging every training run, begging officers to 

listen. Some of them were killed in that first hour at their posts. They saw the preparation 

because they stared at it daily. The system above them couldn't imagine what they were seeing 

because it had decided Hamas thought differently.

CORN They stared, the bosses blinked.

HERMAN If there's a positive learning, it's that Israel and others now study this as a textbook 

case of strategic surprise despite tactical warning. Like Yom Kippur in nineteen seventy three, 

fifty years almost to the day before. Plenty of signals, correct enemy plan in hand, but a 

concept that filtered it out, plus an enemy that understood that concept and fed it.

CORN Fifty years, same lesson, new drones.

HERMAN And the deception keeps echoing. Even now, debates about who knew what when, 

whether the outside leadership approved, whether documents are complete, are clouded 

because Hamas wanted multiple stories. They wanted Israel to think they were deterred, 
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Gazans to think they were governing, fighters to think they were drilling, allies to think they 

were coordinating, when in fact only three men held the full picture.

CORN Three men, thirty breaches.

HERMAN That's the arithmetic. So to answer Daniel directly, yes, planning was at least two 

years in the making with roots going back a decade. Yes, compartmentalization was extreme 

and deliberate, low tech, face to face, need to know training, sealed orders at the last night. 

And yes, ordinary Gazans were overwhelmingly surprised on the morning, even if many had 

sensed a storm coming and hundreds joined once the fence fell.

CORN So they hid the when, flaunted the what, and let the why sort itself out.

HERMAN Better than I could put it. They hid the when so well that even their own movement 

didn't know, they flaunted the what as propaganda so Israel dismissed it, and the why, Al 

Aqsa, prisoners, breaking the siege, was broadcast openly for anyone to hear but not to date.

CORN Creepy competence.

HERMAN Competence in execution, catastrophe in consequence. The operation succeeded 

tactically beyond their own expectations, they expected to get fewer hostages and be pushed 

back faster, and then it unleashed exactly what you'd expect from invading towns and 

livestreaming murder. No exit plan beyond hold hostages and negotiate from tunnels.

CORN No envelope for day two.

HERMAN None found so far. Captured plans detail hour one through hour six in obsessive 

detail, then get vague. Hold positions, take captives to Gaza, wait for Israel to mobilize, drag 

them into Gaza City. It's operational brilliance married to strategic nihilism.

CORN Win the morning, lose the years.

HERMAN Which is where we'll leave it for today. It's grim material, but Daniel asked what 

we've learned, and I think we've learned that surprise isn't about doing the invisible thing. It's 

about doing the visible thing for so long that no one believes you'll actually do it.

CORN Familiarity breeds contempt, then breach.

HERMAN Thanks for listening everyone. If you have a prompt, send it in, Daniel will pass it 

along. And we'll argue about it next time.

CORN Even the heavy ones. Especially the heavy ones.
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CORN Herman, Daniel wants us back on October seventh, and not on the breach itself. He 

already heard that episode. He wants the years before the morning: when the first seeds were 

planted, how a group that assumes Israeli ears are everywhere kept the real plan in a very 

small box, and whether ordinary Gazans woke up as surprised as the rest of us.

HERMAN That is the harder question, and the one the public record has actually filled in since 

the atrocity. The short version, which I want to complicate, is that the idea was old, the 

detailed concept was written down well before anyone in Tel Aviv took it seriously, and the 

date itself was held by a handful of men until the last hours. Ordinary people in Gaza had seen 

pieces. Very few of them had seen the whole thing.

CORN Start with the seeds, then. Not the week of.

HERMAN The military wing of Hamas had been chewing on a mass breach of the Gaza 

perimeter for years. This was not a mood that arrived in September of twenty twenty-three. 

Yahya Sinwar came out of Israeli prisons in the twenty eleven Shalit exchange already 

obsessed with a prisoner-release operation on a scale that would dwarf that deal. Mohammed 

Deif, who ran the Qassam Brigades and had survived more assassination attempts than most 

people have had dental appointments, had spent the better part of a decade treating the fence 

as a problem to be solved rather than a fact of life. I am not sure anyone outside their circle 

can date the first serious conversation. What we can date is the document.

CORN Jericho Wall.

HERMAN Jericho Wall. Israeli intelligence obtained a Hamas battle plan, roughly forty pages in 

some accounts, more than a year before the attack. The New York Times and others reported 

that it laid out a rocket barrage, drones against observation posts, breaches at multiple points, 

and a push into communities and bases. It was circulated inside the Israeli system in twenty 

twenty-two. A unit analyst flagged it as looking less like fantasy and closer to a real concept. 

Senior officers treated it as aspirational. Too big. Hamas did not have the capacity, or would 

not risk the response.

CORN The plan was sitting in the inbox, labeled too ambitious to be a plan.

HERMAN That is the cruel joke of the intelligence failure, and it matters for Daniel's question. 

The seeds were not hidden from Israel in the sense of never having been written down. They 

were misread. A long planning horizon actually helped the misreading. If you have watched 

an enemy drill the same stunt for years, the drill becomes weather.

CORN How far back do the drills go, in what we can actually point to?

HERMAN Visible training accelerated through twenty twenty-two and twenty twenty-three. 

Militants practiced on mock Israeli settlements inside Gaza. There is footage, some of it 

Hamas's own propaganda, of fighters breaching replica fences, clearing rooms, landing 

paragliders. Israeli lookouts and the media both saw versions of this. A widely discussed video 

from the autumn of twenty twenty-two showed something very close to the later method. The 
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Israel Defense Forces noticed. The assessment, repeated in the inquiries afterward, was that 

Hamas was training for a limited raid or performing for its own public, not preparing to throw 

the whole military wing across the border on one morning.

CORN So the organization was hiding the operation in plain sight by calling it practice.

HERMAN Partly. And that is a classic compartment, though I want to be careful not to turn this 

into a manual. At the level of what investigators have pieced together, Hamas did not tell 

thousands of fighters, years out, "on this Saturday we erase the fence." They built skills in 

separate lanes. One group learns to fly a cheap quadcopter. Another rehearses a breach on a 

fake kibbutz that everyone in the neighborhood can see. A third stockpiles rockets. Each lane 

has an innocent-enough cover story inside a group that is already, openly, at war with Israel in 

its own telling. The thing that turns lanes into an operation is the date, the simultaneous 

order, and the knowledge that the other lanes exist and will move together. That last piece 

stayed upstairs.

CORN Who was upstairs?

HERMAN The names that keep coming back from Israeli assessments, Hamas statements, and 

the journalism since are Deif, Sinwar, and Marwan Issa, Deif's deputy, sometimes called the 

shadow man, killed later in the war. A small military council around them. Political figures in 

the Hamas leadership, including people in Doha, appear to have been cut out of the timing. 

Ismail Haniyeh's circle has been reported as surprised by the scale, even if nobody in that 

leadership can claim ignorance that the military wing wanted a huge operation someday. 

Sinwar ran Gaza. Deif ran the brigades. The useful split, for their purposes, was that the men 

with the political microphones were not the men with the clock.

CORN Permanently wary of Israeli infiltration. That is Daniel's phrase, and it is not paranoia. 

Israel had spent years recruiting inside Gaza, running cyber collection, killing commanders 

with very specific intelligence. How do you plan something this large in that environment 

without the date leaking?

HERMAN You assume every phone is a microphone, and you behave accordingly. What has 

come out, from IDF briefings, from captured documents described to reporters, and from 

interviews with officials who have seen the after-action material, is a few organizational habits 

rather than a clever gadget. One: the full concept lived on paper and in heads, not in a group 

chat. Two: the circle that knew the concept was not the circle that knew the day. Three: orders 

moved late, face to face or by courier, through commanders who themselves were only told 

what their sector needed. Four: the final briefing for a lot of the actual gunmen was measured 

in hours, not weeks.

CORN Hours. That is the part I keep turning over. You cannot move that many people on 

hours of notice unless the muscle memory is already there.

HERMAN Exactly. That is why the long runway and the short notice are the same plan, not 

two plans. Years to train the lanes and to make the training boring to the other side. Months to 

position rockets, weapons caches, civilian clothes, maps of specific communities. Then a very 

late expansion of who is allowed to know that this rehearsal is the one that leaves the mock 
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fence and goes to the real one. Israeli and Western reporting after the attack converged on a 

picture in which many of the battalion-level fighters learned the full scope on the night of 

October sixth or the morning of the seventh. Some unit commanders knew earlier, on the 

order of days. The men at the top had known for much longer that a window was being 

chosen.

CORN Do we have a harder date than "years" for when they committed, as opposed to when 

they daydreamed?

HERMAN I am not sure about a single commit date, and anyone who offers one is probably 

smoothing the record. A few anchors are solid enough to say out loud. The Jericho Wall 

concept was in Israeli hands in twenty twenty-two, which means Hamas had written a 

detailed version by then, so the serious planning is at least into twenty twenty-one, and 

almost certainly earlier in outline. Prisoner exchanges and the failure of the twenty twenty-

one war to produce a strategic result are part of the political weather Sinwar was reading. 

Through twenty twenty-three, Israel was consumed with the judicial overhaul fight, reservists 

were threatening not to show up, and the northern border with Hezbollah was the threat the 

General Staff preferred to brief. Hamas had also spent two years persuading Israel, with work 

permits, Qatari cash, and a relative quiet on the Gaza border, that the organization had been 

domesticated into a governing authority that liked its salary.

CORN The quiet was the costume.

HERMAN The quiet was the compartment that covered everything else. From roughly twenty 

twenty-one until the morning itself, the Gaza front was the one that did not blow up on 

schedule. Israeli policy, associated with the belief that Sinwar could be managed, treated 

economic relief as proof of deterrence. Hamas used the same relief as proof, internally and 

externally, that it was busy being a municipality. You maintain secrecy in a penetrated society 

less by magic and more by making the secret look like the thing the enemy already wants to 

believe.

CORN What about the foot soldiers. If I am a platoon commander and I am only told the night 

before, what stops me from deciding this is insane and telling someone?

HERMAN Some of them may have thought it was insane. The record we have does not show a 

leak that reached an Israeli decision-maker in time. A few points are worth holding apart from 

legend. These were not conscripts pulled off a beach. They were men already inside a 

clandestine military structure, vetted by years of tunnel work, rocket crews, and internal 

security that kills suspected collaborators. The late briefing is also a security device aimed at 

them. A man who knows on Tuesday can boast, or crack, or get arrested, by Friday. A man 

who is handed a sector, a time, and a rally point after dark has very little interval in which to 

be turned. Israeli officials have said they later found evidence of standing orders not to discuss 

the operation even inside the brigades, and of deliberate false stories about the scale, so that a 

captured fighter or a chatty cousin would describe a raid, not an invasion.

CORN False stories inside your own force. That is a rough way to run an army.
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HERMAN It is how you run an army that expects to be riddled with informants. The cost is 

confusion, fratricide, and fighters who do not understand the political point of what they are 

doing. All of that showed up on the day. Some units had clear objectives, the military bases, 

the hostage-taking for a later trade. Others spilled into civilian communities and did what 

undisciplined men with late, thin orders do. The atrocity was not an accident of poor briefing. 

Killing civilians and taking hostages was part of the concept in the documents Israel had 

already seen. But the unevenness of the execution fits a force that was highly trained in pieces 

and poorly informed as a whole.

CORN Daniel also asks whether ordinary Gazans were taken by surprise by what they saw 

that morning.

HERMAN I think the honest answer is both, and the "both" is not a dodge. It depends which 

Gazans, and surprise about what.

CORN Say it plainly, then.

HERMAN Most civilians in Gaza were not in on the date, the hour, or the decision to start a 

war that would bring the Israeli army in behind the fighters. Journalists who got into the strip 

in the following weeks, and Gazans who spoke to Arab and Western outlets, repeatedly 

described the morning the way people describe an earthquake. The rocket barrage was the 

alarm clock. Neighbors came out because the volume was wrong for a normal exchange of 

fire. Parents pulled children off the street. A lot of people learned what was happening the 

same way Israelis did, from their phones, except their phones were showing gunmen in pickup 

trucks on Israeli roads and a leadership that had not asked them.

CORN That is one half.

HERMAN The other half is that "we had no idea they might do something like this" does not 

survive the visuals. Mock Israeli towns inside Gaza were not state secrets. Young men in 

Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad had been drilling in them. Neighbors of training sites 

knew training sites. The tunnel economy employs people. Families of Qassam fighters are not 

under the illusion that their sons are in the citrus business. There was a widely shared sense, 

especially among people close to the factions, that a big operation was a matter of when, and 

that the military wing talked about the fence as something that would fall. What they did not 

have, on the evidence we have seen, is a public countdown or a civilian evacuation plan, 

which tells you something ugly about how the leadership ranked Gazan lives against 

operational security.

CORN No warning to their own population, because a warning is a leak.

HERMAN And because the strategic point, as Sinwar had framed it for years, was to pull Israel 

into a war that would also pull in the region, and to do it faster than Israeli intelligence could 

cycle from disbelief to mobilization. Warning Gaza is warning Israel. So the first morning for a 

shopkeeper in Khan Younis and the first morning for a family in Nir Oz were both ambushes, 

of completely different moral kinds. One group was the target. The other was the cover and, as 

it turned out, the consequence.

CORN Have we seen evidence that awareness was wider than the "handful of men" story?
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HERMAN Wider than the handful, narrower than the street. Let me separate layers, because 

the after-action argument gets sloppy here. Layer one: the authors. Sinwar, Deif, Issa, a 

military staff. They know the concept and, as the window approaches, the timing. Layer two: 

brigade and battalion commanders, brought in on a sloping schedule. Some Israeli reporting, 

including material briefed from interrogations of captured fighters, suggests selected 

commanders were read in during the final week, with instructions to prepare men without 

saying why the preparation had suddenly become specific. Layer three: the assault force itself, 

on the order of a couple of thousand fighters in the first wave. Estimates vary. Figures I trust 

enough to repeat sit around three thousand armed men crossing or attempting to cross in the 

opening attack, with more flowing in afterward, including opportunists who were not in the 

original order of battle. A large share of that first wave got the real order very late. Layer four: 

adjacent armed groups. Palestinian Islamic Jihad took part. There is decent evidence they were 

informed late and partially, enough to join, not enough to have shaped the plan. Layer five: 

everyone else in the strip, two million people, who saw training, heard boasts, lived next to 

rocket pits, and still did not know that Saturday was the day.

CORN The boasts are the crack in the compartment, aren't they. Young men talk.

HERMAN They do, and some talked. The New York Times, Haaretz, and Israeli television have 

all reported warnings in the months and even the days before. An Israeli noncommissioned 

officer in the border observation unit, the lookouts, had been saying for months that the drills 

looked like a real plan. Egyptian intelligence has said it passed a general warning that 

something big was coming out of Gaza. On the night of October sixth there were signs the 

Israeli system itself logged and underweighted: unusual movement, SIM cards lighting up, a 

briefing inside Gaza that one informant seems to have caught the edge of. None of that is the 

same as a Gazan public that knew. It is a border that was talkative at the edges, and a 

headquarters that had already decided the talk was noise.

CORN I keep coming back to the lookouts, because they are the opposite of a secret. Women 

on a screen, watching a fence, saying the rehearsal has stopped looking like a rehearsal.

HERMAN And being told, in effect, that Hamas was showing off. That misogyny-and-doctrine 

failure has been documented in the Israeli inquiries. It also answers part of Daniel's 

compartment question from the other direction. Hamas did not achieve perfect secrecy. They 

achieved secrecy relative to a threshold. The threshold was an Israeli decision to raise the 

alert, move a couple of battalions to the fence, and cancel leave on a holiday morning. They 

never cleared that threshold. A plan can leak in fragments for a year and still be operationally 

secret if the fragments are each deniable and the enemy has a story that explains them away.

CORN The story was: they like the Qatari money, they fear the Egyptian-Israeli blockade 

tightening, Sinwar is a rational gangster.

HERMAN And until six twenty-nine in the morning on the seventh, that story had not been 

falsified by a body count. Deterrence looks like a fact right up until it is a memory. I should 

plant the time properly. The assault is generally marked from about six thirty, with the rocket 

barrage a little before and the breaches in the same window. Simchat Torah morning. Holiday 
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manning. A lot of the line units that should have been on the fence were elsewhere, including 

in the West Bank, because that was where the political temperature was.

CORN So the compartment on the Hamas side and the preoccupation on the Israeli side were a 

matched pair.

HERMAN Yes. And I do not think that is hindsight dressed up as insight. The inquiries, the 

IDF's own, the State Comptroller's work as it has emerged in pieces, the press investigations 

by Ronen Bergman and others, all land on a version of that. Collection was not the main 

failure. Integration and belief were. Which loops back to how an infiltrated organization plans. 

You do not need the enemy to know nothing. You need the enemy to know a version that 

flatters his theory.

CORN What have we actually learned since, that we did not have in the first month?

HERMAN A few things have hardened. First, the timeline. This was a multi-year project with a 

written operational concept in Israeli hands by twenty twenty-two, not a spasm planned in the 

summer of twenty twenty-three. The "immediate preparations" Daniel sets aside, the night-

before movements, were the last layer, and Israeli intelligence did miss or dismiss some of 

those too. But the interesting miss is the earlier one.

CORN Second?

HERMAN The split between political and military knowledge looks real, not just a later alibi. 

Hamas's external leadership could celebrate a victory they had not scheduled. That is useful 

for them diplomatically and disastrous as a picture of command responsibility, but the 

compartment itself seems to have held. Third, interrogations and captured materials have 

supported the late-briefing account. Fighters describing being gathered, handed objectives, 

and sent, with a clarity that varies wildly by unit. Some knew they were supposed to seize 

hostages and bring them back into Gaza. The hostage-taking was not improvised by a mob, 

even if individual cruelties were. The documents Israel had from twenty twenty-two already 

included taking captives.

CORN Fourth, the public in Gaza.

HERMAN Fourth, and this is where I want to be more careful than the wartime argument 

usually is. There is evidence of broader ambient awareness that a major attack was imaginable 

and even expected in militant circles. There is not good evidence of a general public let in on 

the operation. There is evidence, strong evidence, that once the breaches opened, some 

civilians followed the fighters through, looted, and in documented cases took part in abuse 

and kidnapping. Israeli investigations and video from the kibbutzim and the Nova festival site 

show gunmen who were clearly Qassam or Islamic Jihad, and also people who do not fit a 

uniformed order of battle. That afternoon diffusion is not the same fact as a pre-dawn 

conspiracy of the whole strip. Conflating them has been politically convenient on every side.

CORN Say what each side wants the conflation to do.

HERMAN One telling wants every Gazan to have been a secret soldier, so that anything that 

happens to anyone in Gaza is retroactively precise. The other telling wants a spotless civilian 

population that had never seen a man with a rifle, so that the factions' strategy of locating the 
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war inside a city does not have to be discussed. Both are false. The population was not the 

general staff. The general staff also did not ask the population.

CORN Corn's short version, then. The neighbors knew the orchestra was rehearsing. They did 

not know the concert was Saturday, and they were not handed a program.

HERMAN That is about right. And some of the neighbors were in the orchestra, and some 

wandered onstage after the curtain and did awful things, and most were in their apartments 

wondering why the rockets would not stop.

CORN I want to sit with the security culture a moment longer, because Daniel asked how you 

maintain compartmentalization when you assume you are penetrated, and I do not want us to 

skip past the human mechanics.

HERMAN The mechanics that have been described by people who have actually looked at the 

captured material are dull, which is why they worked. Paper maps. Oral orders. A bias against 

phones for anything that mattered. Commanders who had known each other since the second 

intifada, so the trust graph was old and small. A habit, built by Deif in particular, of 

disappearing. The man lived as if assassinated already. You cannot infiltrate a meeting that 

does not have a location. Issa was nicknamed for being hard to see, and the nickname was 

operational, not poetic.

CORN And the training sites did the opposite. They were loud.

HERMAN Loud on purpose, or at least tolerated as loud. If the enemy watches your training, 

and you keep training the same way for a year, his watchers become part of your deception 

without being recruited. They file the same report until the report is a template. "Subject 

conducted breach exercise, assessed as routine." The day it is not routine, the sentence is 

identical and the verb has changed tense.

CORN There is a point in there about organizations, not just this one. Long preparation is 

invisible if it rhymes with what you already do.

HERMAN Hamas's public identity was already armed struggle, already rockets, already tunnels, 

already a narrative about prisoners. An operation that is a larger instance of your brand does 

not look like a new object. Compare that to a group that has never picked up a rifle and 

suddenly needs a division. They would have had to invent the capability in secret, which is 

much noisier. Hamas had to hide a decision inside a capability everyone already conceded.

CORN The decision being: we are willing to trade Gaza for this.

HERMAN I think that is the decision Sinwar made, and I think a lot of the people who will live 

with it did not make it. He had written and spoken for years in a register that treated a huge 

war as potentially worth it if it broke the status quo, returned prisoners, and reattached the 

Palestinian issue to the regional agenda. Normalization between Israel and Arab states was 

moving. The two twenty-two Abraham Accords logic was creeping toward Saudi Arabia. From 

his chair, a managed quiet was a trap that ended in irrelevance. From a nurse's chair in Rafah, 

a managed quiet was the condition under which the hospital had power.

CORN We should not psychologize him into a strategist and everyone else into a prop. Some 

number of commanders shared the wager.
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HERMAN They did. The wager was explicit in the concept papers. A shock that kills and 

captures enough Israelis to force a hostage negotiation, to humiliate the army, and to ignite 

other fronts. Hezbollah did open a front, the northern one, the next day, though not at the 

scale Hamas seems to have hoped. The West Bank flickered. Iran's other partners joined on 

their own calendars later. The regional chain-reaction was partial. The Israeli response was 

not partial. That is the part of the plan the compartment could not rehearse, because you 

cannot drill the other side's choices.

CORN What about the stories that the operation was delayed, that they had wanted an earlier 

date, Passover or something similar.

HERMAN Those circulate, and I would mark them as plausible but not nailed down. Holiday 

timing is obvious for a force that wants thin manning, and Passover twenty twenty-three has 

been mentioned in some Israeli media as a window that was considered. I have not seen a 

captured order that makes me willing to say "they slipped from April to October" as a fact. 

What I will say is that choosing a Jewish holiday was not an improvisation on the sixth of 

October. It was the sort of variable a staff writes into a plan that has been alive for years. 

Simchat Torah, fewer people in uniform, dawn coming up on a country that had been arguing 

with itself on television all year.

CORN The judicial crisis as an input to their timing. Do we know they were watching that, or 

is that our narrative?

HERMAN They were watching. Hamas media and Sinwar's own public comments tracked 

Israeli division. Whether it was decisive, or just comforting, I am less sure. A confident reading 

says they struck because they thought the army was rotten with protest and refusal. A more 

cautious reading, which I lean toward, says the crisis was one more reason the quiet would 

hold in Israeli minds, not the reason the operation existed. The operation existed because the 

fence was the problem they had set themselves, and twenty twenty-three was a year when the 

problem looked solvable.

CORN Let me push on something you said earlier, about false stories told to their own men. If 

that is right, then some of the attackers were, in a grim sense, also surprised by the mission 

they were on.

HERMAN Surprised by the scale, maybe. Not surprised to be attacking Israel. These were not 

people handed a fishing rod and told it was a rifle. But yes, interrogations summarized in the 

Israeli press include fighters who thought they were going after a base, or going to take a 

position and come home, and who found themselves in a civilian community with orders that 

expanded as the morning went well by their metrics. Success broke the plan as much as failure 

would have. When the army did not arrive for hours, men who had been given a sector kept 

going. That is how you get the long, sick wandering through Be'eri and Kfar Aza, the Nova 

site, Route two thirty-two, rather than a single sharp raid that snaps back at noon.

CORN The compartment that protected the secret also guaranteed that, once it started, a lot of 

armed men would be under-commanded.
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HERMAN I think that is fair. Deif could not run a real-time campaign from a bunker with the 

radios off. He had to front-load intent into people and then accept what people do with intent. 

The intent, documented before the day, included slaughter and abduction. So I do not want 

"under-commanded" to launder what was commanded. I want it to explain why the day 

looked chaotic on top of being deliberate.

CORN Ordinary Gazans watching that on a phone. What did they see, and when?

HERMAN By midmorning, Arabic social media and Hamas channels were flooding with 

footage the attackers themselves were filming. That was a choice, not a leak. Part of the 

operation was the picture of the operation. Pickup trucks in Sderot, the police station, the 

fence lying open, bodies. For a Gazan audience the pictures were triumphalist and, for many 

people who have since spoken, frightening in the same breath. Anyone who could read a map 

knew the Israeli response would not be a weekend of airstrikes and a ceasefire, which had 

been the rhythm of twenty fourteen, twenty twenty-one, the smaller rounds. The open fence 

meant ground forces, and ground forces meant the neighborhoods around the launch sites.

CORN Did anyone in Gaza try to say so, publicly, that morning?

HERMAN A few local journalists and ordinary people posted variations of dread. It was not an 

organized protest, and it would have been suicidal to stage one in front of the factions on the 

day of their triumph. Over the following months, as the strips's death toll climbed into the 

tens of thousands, you do start to hear, in interviews with people who got out through Rafah 

or who spoke anonymously, a bitter version of Daniel's question. They ask it as an accusation 

against their own rulers. You knew what this would bring down on us, and you did not tell us, 

because telling us would have meant telling them.

CORN That accusation is the civilian answer to the compartment question. The compartment 

worked. It worked on the people it claimed to represent.

HERMAN Yes. And it is worth being exact about what "worked" means. It worked as surprise. 

It did not work as strategy, if strategy includes the survival of the political project that 

launched it. Sinwar was killed in twenty twenty-four. Deif was killed. Issa was killed. The 

brigades were shattered as a maneuver force. The hostages became the center of Israeli politics 

in a way that prolonged the war rather than ending it on Hamas's terms. Gaza was wrecked. 

None of that was hidden in a compartment. It was the predictable other half of the plan, and 

the authors either discounted it or decided it was acceptable.

CORN I do not think "predictable" means they wanted the destruction. I think it means they 

rated it an acceptable price and were wrong about the exchange rate.

HERMAN That is closer to my view than the cartoon of a death cult with no arithmetic. There 

was arithmetic. It was bad arithmetic. They looked at twenty fourteen, fifty days, and at Shalit, 

one soldier for more than a thousand prisoners, and they extrapolated. They did not price an 

Israeli society that experienced October seventh as a foundational massacre, about twelve 

hundred people killed, around two hundred and fifty taken, communities erased on the 

southern border. I am using round figures because the exact counts have been revised at the 
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margins and I would rather be approximately right. The arithmetic assumed a hostage 

leverage that scaled. It did not scale. It locked.

CORN Which is a lesson about long planning that I do not hear often enough. A plan refined 

for years can still be built on a stale model of the enemy.

HERMAN The stale model was "Israel is strong against armies and weak against captured boys 

on television." October seventh produced captured children and old people and corpses, and 

the television effect ran the other way. A staff that has lived inside its own concept since 

twenty twenty-one will keep optimizing the concept. It will not volunteer to rerun the 

political premise. Compartmentalization makes that worse. If only five men can stress-test the 

idea, and all five already believe it, you do not get a red team. You get a refined mistake.

CORN Would a wider circle inside Gaza have red-teamed it? I doubt the public gets a vote in 

that organization. But a wider military circle might have said, we can breach the fence and we 

cannot survive the month after.

HERMAN Some of them may have said it and been ignored. We have hints, from reporting on 

internal Hamas arguments over the years, that there were factions more interested in 

governance and quiet, and a military wing that treated governance as camouflage. The 

camouflage won, because the camouflage was never the purpose. This is where I get uncertain, 

and I should flag it. I have not seen a clean document that says "commander so-and-so 

objected in August and was cut out." I have seen a pattern: objections, when they existed, lived 

in the political layer, and the political layer did not have the clock. So the red team was 

structurally outside the room.

CORN Daniel's question about ordinary Gazans has a sharper edge if we ask it about the 

afternoon, not the dawn. Once the pictures were on every phone, awareness was total. What 

people did with it was not uniform.

HERMAN Right. By noon, ignorance is no longer available as a description. You have families 

sheltering. You have people celebrating in some streets, which was filmed and is not seriously 

disputed. You have armed men still coming out of tunnels and through the gaps. You have 

civilians walking through the breached fence to loot kibbutzim, some of them later prosecuted 

in Israel, some killed in the return fire, some still unaccounted for in the chaos. Awareness did 

not produce a single public mood. It produced the moods a terrified, humiliated, tightly 

policed, heavily armed society produces when the lid comes off: fear, triumph, opportunism, 

paralysis.

CORN I am wary of the triumph footage being used as a census.

HERMAN So am I. A crowd outside a police station is not two million signatures. It is also not 

zero. The honest use of that footage is limited and still important. It shows that the operation 

was intelligible to a wider militant and semi-militant public as a victory worth cheering, 

which means the ambient story, "one day the fence falls," had been circulating for long enough 

to be ready. You do not get spontaneous crowds for a concept nobody has ever heard. You get 

them for a concept that has been sung, preached, and drilled in public until the day it happens 

is shocking in its reality and familiar in its script.
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CORN So the script was public. The performance date was not.

HERMAN That is the cleanest way I have found to answer Daniel. If awareness means "knew 

there was a military vision of a mass breach, hostage-taking, and a regional war," then 

awareness ran well beyond the inner circle, into the factions, into families of fighters, into 

anyone who watched Hamas's own videos in twenty twenty-two. If awareness means "knew it 

would be this Saturday, at this hour, at this scale, and had a chance to leave the launch areas," 

then awareness was tiny, and the people who had it chose not to share it with the city they 

governed.

CORN What still is not known? I do not want us inventing a neat archive.

HERMAN The exact night the date was fixed. Whether there was a go, no-go meeting with a 

written record, or whether Deif and Sinwar simply stopped postponing. The degree of Iranian 

knowledge. This one has been fought over in public. American intelligence assessments 

reported in the press said Tehran was surprised by the timing, even if it had armed, funded, 

and trained the capability for years. Israeli political rhetoric often said the opposite. I think the 

capability-versus-timing split is the responsible reading until documents say otherwise. Iran 

helped build the orchestra. The Saturday downbeat looks locally chosen. Also unknown, in a 

way that matters: how many mid-level commanders refused, slipped the order, or warned 

someone. Silence in the record is not proof of universal enthusiasm. It is proof that dissent, if 

it happened, did not become an Israeli warning.

CORN And on the Gazan civilian side, we are still working from interviews, not a poll. You 

cannot poll a war of that intensity and pretend you have a baseline of what people believed on 

October sixth.

HERMAN No. Anyone who gives you a percentage is selling you a mood. What we have are 

repeated qualitative reports from reporters who do this carefully, plus the physical evidence of 

no evacuation, plus the propaganda choice to hide the date even from allied militias until late. 

Those point the same direction. Surprise at the event. No surprise that the men with guns had 

been preparing to use them.

CORN I keep thinking about the mock kibbutz. A street of concrete houses in the sand, inside 

Gaza, built to be practiced on. Neighbors walking past it for months. That image does more 

work than any org chart.

HERMAN It does, because it is the compartment made visible and therefore invisible. A secret 

that is a building. Children in the area knew the building. Israeli drones knew the building. 

The building was allowed to become boring. The morning it was copied, at real scale, with real 

families inside the original, the boredom ended in a way the neighbors could not stop and had 

not been invited to approve.

CORN Herman. If we are settling Daniel's prompt rather than orbiting it.

HERMAN We should settle it.

CORN Planning and preparation, in the sense he means, run from at least the early twenty 

twenties, with roots in Sinwar's post-prison project and Deif's long war on the fence, and with 

a written plan in Israeli hands in twenty twenty-two. Not weeks. Years. The immediate 
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preparations were the last skin of that fruit, and they were missed too, but they are not the 

story.

HERMAN Compartmentalization was social and temporal more than technological. Small 

author group. Political leadership off the clock. Skills trained in separable, visible lanes. Cover 

of routine and of strategic quiet. Date withheld until days for some commanders and hours for 

many fighters. Internal deception about scale. A standing assumption that every digital 

channel was hostile. It held well enough. It did not hold perfectly. Fragments reached Egyptian 

intelligence, Israeli lookouts, and at least one night-before indication. The recipients did not 

believe the fragments could assemble.

CORN And ordinary Gazans.

HERMAN Taken by surprise by the morning, not by the existence of the ambition. Evidence of 

wider awareness is real and limited. It is awareness of a direction, not of an order. The order 

was kept from them on purpose. That is a finding about Hamas, not a consolation about 

anyone else.

CORN I think that is the answer. I also think the mock fence is going to sit in my head longer 

than the org chart. A replica of your neighbor's house, used as a classroom, and the neighbor 

is the one who is not told when class ends and the real house begins.

HERMAN The replica is the whole moral fact of the planning, compressed into concrete. They 

were willing to spend years teaching men the floor plan of places where families were 

sleeping, and unwilling to spend a sentence warning the city that would pay for the lesson.

CORN Daniel asked what we have learned since the atrocity. We have learned that the atrocity 

had a syllabus. The syllabus was old, partly public, and still deniable, because everyone who 

could have closed the school had decided the class was theater.

HERMAN And the students were told the performance date last, which is the detail that will 

keep mattering when people try to turn the whole strip into either a conspiracy or an alibi. 

The syllabus was visible. The call time was not. Both of those can be true, and on the record as 

it stands, both are.

CORN That is as far as I am willing to go without pretending we have Sinwar's diary. If a 

document shows up that moves the commit date or the Iranian timing, we should come back 

and move with it. Until then, years, a small room, a late order, a surprised city, a surprised 

country, and a plan that treated both surprises as features.

HERMAN Agreed. And the feature was the crime. The planning explains the surprise. It does 

not dilute what the surprise was for.

CORN Herman Poppleberry, thank you for not rounding this into a fable.

HERMAN Corn, thank you for making me say the layers out loud instead of hiding in "it's 

complicated." Listeners, if you have a prompt that needs the same treatment, send it to Daniel. 

We will argue with the record, not with a slogan.

CORN Until next time.

HERMAN Until next time.
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CORN Daniel sent a voice note that sounds like he recorded it while pacing around his 

basement in the dark.

HERMAN He does that when he gets hooked on military doctrine. It is an intense one today. 

He wants us to look at October seventh, but specifically the timeline behind it. Not the tactical 

breach at the fence, which we looked at months ago, but the deep clock. When did the idea 

actually get put on paper, how did a group operating under total digital surveillance keep a 

secret that big for years, and did anyone on the street in Gaza see the shape of it coming 

before that Saturday morning?

CORN The logistical miracle of keeping a mouth shut.

HERMAN That really is the core paradox of it. You are talking about the Gaza Strip, forty-one 

kilometers long, roughly ten kilometers wide. It is arguably the most intensively monitored 

rectangle of dirt on the planet. Unit eight-two-hundred listening to every phone call, Shin Bet 

running human informant networks built over decades, overhead drones, thermal imaging, 

automated sensor towers. And yet, an operation involving thousands of people was planned 

right under that nose.

CORN So where does the timeline actually start? Because after the attack, the immediate take 

was that this was cooked up after the May twenty-twenty-one clashes.

HERMAN Right, Operation Guardian of the Walls. That was the eleven-day conflict where 

Hamas fired thousands of rockets and Israel hit back hard from the air. A lot of early analysis 

said, look, Hamas felt emboldened by their performance there, Yahya Sinwar realised long-

range rocketry had diminishing returns, and they pivoted to a ground invasion. But the 

documents recovered by the Israel Defense Forces inside Gaza over the last year, especially 

from the tunnels under Khan Younis, push that date back significantly.

CORN How far back?

HERMAN The minutes of Hamas military council meetings recovered by the IDF point to late 

twenty-nineteen, or at the very least early twenty-twenty. There is a memo from Sinwar and 

Mohammed Deif outlining what they called the Big Project. That was their literal internal 

codename for it.

CORN The Big Project. Modest.

HERMAN Very bureaucratic, actually. The documents show that by twenty-twenty, the 

conceptual leap had already occurred. For years, Hamas doctrine was defensive deterrence 

mixed with asymmetric harassment. You dig cross-border tunnels, you pop up, you grab a 

soldier like Gilad Shalit in two thousand and six, and you trade him for a thousand prisoners. 

Or you fire rockets to force concessions on border crossings and work permits. The Big Project 

abandoned that logic entirely. It was not designed to kidnap one soldier to bargain with. It was 

designed as a combined-arms systemic collapse of the IDF Southern Command.
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CORN That is an enormous doctrinal shift for an irregular militia. You do not just wake up on 

a Tuesday and decide you are the Wehrmacht sweeping through Sedan.

HERMAN Exactly. And the captured records reveal that Sinwar was actively lobbying the 

leadership in Qatar and Iranian officials in Beirut and Tehran as early as twenty-twenty-one, 

saying, we are preparing an event that will change the regional architecture. Now, Iran and 

Hezbollah seem to have kept their distance from the operational specifics, which we can get 

into, but the seed was planted five years ago. Think about that. That means while Israel was 

congratulating itself on finishing the underground sensory barrier in late twenty-twenty-one, 

that massive concrete wall meant to kill the cross-border tunnel threat, Hamas had already 

moved on. They looked at the wall and said, fine, we will go over and through it instead.

CORN Which brings us to the second part of Daniel's prompt. Compartmentalization. If you 

start planning an army-level offensive in twenty-twenty, you have a five-year window for 

someone to get chatty on WhatsApp.

HERMAN Or just get loose with a cousin. The human intelligence fabric Shin Bet ran in Gaza 

was notoriously dense. If you had cancer and needed an exit permit to get treated in 

Jerusalem, Shin Bet talked to you. If you were a merchant bringing in goods, they talked to 

you. If you were an unhappy mid-level Hamas fighter with gambling debts or family rivalries, 

they found you. So how did Hamas stop the leak?

CORN By going completely sixteenth century.

HERMAN Literally sixteenth century. The operational core was restricted to a microscopic 

cabal. We are talking about maybe five or six men. Yahya Sinwar, his brother Mohammed 

Sinwar, Mohammed Deif, Marwan Issa, and possibly Rawhi Mushtaha. Even Ismail Haniyeh 

and the political bureau sitting in air-conditioned suites in Doha were largely kept in the dark 

about the timing and the scale.

CORN Imagine being the political leader of an organization and finding out your military wing 

started a regional war by watching Al Jazeera over breakfast.

HERMAN That appears to be pretty close to what happened. The political leadership knew an 

operation was being planned in the abstract, because they were being asked to secure funding 

and diplomatic cover. But the date, the targets, the operational details? Zero. The internal 

documents show that Sinwar treated his own political bureau as an operational security 

hazard. Why? Because political figures travel. They go to Istanbul, they go to Cairo, they use 

cellphones, their aides carry iPhones. Any one of those phones could be infected with Pegasus 

or monitored by regional intelligence agencies that share data with Israel.

CORN If your phone is a microphone, the only secure device is no device.

HERMAN And that was the iron rule. The operational orders inside the tunnel complexes were 

delivered by hand. Handwritten notes, folded, sealed, carried by trusted family couriers or 

deeply vetted personal guards who had no idea what was written on the paper. In the deep 

tunnels under Khan Younis and Gaza City, Hamas installed hardwired, closed-circuit 

telephone lines. Analogue lines. No connection to the wider Palestinian telecommunications 
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grid, no internet protocol, no cellular signals leaking into the air for Israeli listening posts on 

Mount Hermon or the blimps over the border to suck up.

CORN Very low tech. Very slow. Very effective.

HERMAN It turns Israel's greatest strength into a completely useless paperweight. Israel 

spends billions on signals intelligence. Unit eight-two-hundred is celebrated worldwide as a 

tech incubator disguised as a spy agency. They can intercept a whisper from an antenna ten 

miles away. But if two men sit in a concrete room sixty feet underground and write on a 

yellow legal pad, the billions of dollars do nothing.

CORN A five-cent pencil beats an algorithmic signal interceptor.

HERMAN Every single day of the week, if you have the discipline to stick to it. And the 

discipline was enforced brutally. Anyone suspected of leaking was not just interrogated; they 

were executed and their families disgraced. But compartmentalization was not just about 

hiding the plan from Israeli ears. It was about hiding the plan from the very soldiers who were 

going to carry it out.

CORN This is the part that always fascinates me. You need thousands of fighters to storm 

twenty-two military bases and kibbutzim. You cannot give them a handwritten note five 

minutes before the fence blows up and say, by the way, go capture a tank. They had to 

practice.

HERMAN They did practice. In broad daylight. That is the crazy brilliance of the deception 

plan. They built mock Israeli kibbutzim, complete with watchtowers, fake gates, and replica 

Merkava tanks made of wood and sheet metal. And they ran assault drills on them for 

eighteen months right in front of the Israeli border towers.

CORN The ultimate hiding spot. The open field.

HERMAN Exactly! The young female spotters, the tatzpitaniyot of the IDF border units, saw 

this every single week. They wrote urgent reports up the chain of command saying, the 

Nukhba forces, Hamas's elite commandos, are practicing storming guard towers, they are 

practicing taking hostages, they are practicing neutralizing automated machine-gun nests. 

And what did Israeli military intelligence, Aman, say?

CORN Boys will be boys. They are just putting on a show for the donors.

HERMAN Literally that. They dismissed it as bluster, what they called mufalsim, theatrics. The 

intelligence consensus in Tel Aviv was that Hamas was deterred. The doctrine was that Hamas 

wanted economic stability, that the twenty thousand work permits Israel was issuing for 

Gazans to work inside Israel were keeping the peace, and that these military exercises were 

just psychological posturing to keep their own domestic base happy. Hamas knew that was 

the Israeli mindset, so they leaned into it. They used the Israeli arrogance as their primary 

camouflage.

CORN It is the purloined letter principle. If you want to train three thousand men to breach a 

border, do not hide them in a basement. Put them in the sun, film them, put it on TikTok, and 

let the other guy convince himself it is just content.
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HERMAN And keep the fighters themselves stupid about the actual objective. The captured 

Nukhba fighters who were interrogated after October seventh gave remarkably consistent 

testimonies on this point. They knew they were training for a large-scale raid. They had been 

practicing breaching fences, riding motorbikes in tight formations, and clearing rooms. But 

they were told these were generic contingency drills.

CORN When did they actually get told it was real?

HERMAN Most of them were told less than twelve hours before the zero hour. On Friday 

evening, October sixth, local commanders called their units to their local mosques or 

designated assembly points for evening prayers. No phones allowed. Then they were moved 

into the staging areas and tunnel exits near the border. It was only around three or four in the 

morning on October seventh that the company commanders opened sealed envelopes and 

read out the specific assignments. You, team A, your job is the Re'im military base. You, team 

B, your job is Kibbutz Be'eri. Here are your maps. Here are your aerial photographs of the 

layout. Go.

CORN Imagine sitting in a tunnel at four in the morning, finding out you have two hours 

before you are expected to assault a fortified military headquarters with an AK-forty-seven 

and an RPG.

HERMAN The panic and the adrenaline must have been off the charts. But because the training 

was modular, it worked. They did not need to know the master strategy. Team B did not need 

to know what Team F was doing twenty miles north. They just had to execute the specific drill 

they had practiced fifty times on the wooden mock-up: blow the gate, suppress the guard post, 

enter the living quarters. The modularity was the security. If one guy got captured on Friday 

night because he wandered off or had an attack of conscience, he could only betray his 

immediate cell's assembly point. He did not know the invasion plan because he had never seen 

it.

CORN That answers the mechanics for the militants. But what about Daniel's other question? 

The ordinary people in Gaza. Did the street know?

HERMAN That is a much more complicated and uncomfortable question, Corn. There is no 

simple yes or no, because Gaza is not a monolith, but it is also not a place where major 

movements can occur in total isolation from the population.

CORN You cannot move thousands of armed men toward a border without someone noticing 

the traffic.

HERMAN Well, look at the timing. Six-thirty on a Saturday morning. Most people are asleep, 

or just finishing morning prayers. But in the weeks and months leading up to October, there 

were distinct ripples through the economy and society that, in hindsight, look like blaring 

sirens. Let us take the economic indicators first. In the summer of twenty-twenty-three, there 

were rare, public street protests across Gaza. The Want to Live movement, Bidna Na'eesh.

CORN People protesting against Hamas's heavy taxes, power cuts, and dire living conditions.

HERMAN Right. Thousands of Gazans took to the streets in July and August twenty-twenty-

three. And Hamas cracked down on them viciously. Beating protesters, arresting organizers, 
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raiding homes. Now, why does that matter for the timeline? Because several analysts, 

including some Palestinian commentators who have since spoken out from abroad, argue that 

the internal pressure on Hamas was reaching a critical boiling point. Sinwar was losing his 

grip on the domestic narrative. The misery was palpable. If you ask ordinary Gazans today 

about the mood that summer, they talk about a sense of unbearable claustrophobia and 

economic despair. Did they know an invasion was planned? No. But did they feel that Hamas 

was preparing some kind of dramatic eruption to break the domestic deadlock? Many say yes.

CORN A collective sense of the air pressure dropping before a hurricane.

HERMAN Exactly. But there were physical signs, too. Consider the border riots that Hamas 

staged along the security fence in August and September twenty-twenty-three. Ostensibly, 

these were protests about the treatment of Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails and visits by 

Jewish activists to the Temple Mount. Every Friday, hundreds of young men, the so-called 

Revolutionary Youth, went to the fence under Hamas direction, burning tires, throwing pipe 

bombs, and trying to pull down pieces of the perimeter.

CORN And Israel treated it as routine border management. Tear gas, rubber bullets, occasional 

sniper fire.

HERMAN Routine nuisance. But what were those young men actually doing? They were 

mapping Israeli response times. They were seeing how quickly the IDF surveillance blimps 

pivoted, where the snipers set up their firing positions, and crucially, they were planting 

explosive charges against the base of the fence under the cover of thick black tire smoke. 

Many of the young men participating were just angry, unemployed kids who were paid a 

small stipend by Hamas front groups to go cause trouble at the fence. They did not know they 

were setting the stage for an invasion. But they knew the border was suddenly the center of 

gravity again.

CORN They were operational stagehands who thought they were just rioting.

HERMAN That is a great way to put it. They were stagehands. But then you have the 

secondary wave on the morning of October seventh itself, which is where the question of 

ordinary Gazans' awareness becomes really painful and historically fraught. When the fence 

was blown wide open by bulldozers at sunrise, the first wave through was the Nukhba 

commandos. Highly trained, uniformed, carrying specific target folders. But the second and 

third waves, which poured through an hour or two later? That was not just Hamas.

CORN That was Palestinian Islamic Jihad, other smaller factions, and then hundreds of 

unaffiliated civilians and looters.

HERMAN Thousands, according to Israeli estimates. People riding farm tractors, bicycles, 

running on foot through the massive gaps in the fence. How did they know the fence was 

down? Because once the rockets started firing at six-thirty, thousands of rockets in twenty 

minutes, a barrage unlike anything seen before, and once the news spread on local Telegram 

channels that the border had collapsed, the dam broke.

CORN Telegram is the digital town square there.
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HERMAN It moved at internet speed. Channels like Gaza Now were posting videos within 

minutes. Look, our boys are inside the bases, the soldiers are running, the fence is open. If you 

live two kilometers from the border, and you have been trapped inside a walled enclave your 

entire life, and suddenly the wall ceases to exist, what happens? A chaotic, predatory free-for-

all. People rushed in. Some out of sheer, wild curiosity, some to loot appliances and 

agricultural equipment from the kibbutzim, and many, tragically, participated in the 

abductions and killings of civilians.

CORN Which complicates the idea of an innocent bystander population entirely disconnected 

from the event.

HERMAN It makes the moral and operational landscape incredibly messy. You have accounts 

from survivors at Kibbutz Nir Oz, for example, who describe waves of looters who were 

clearly not military. Men in flip-flops, teenagers, grabbing televisions, motorcycles, and then 

grabbing Israeli civilians to drag back to Gaza to sell or trade to militant factions. There is 

documented evidence of ordinary Gazans holding hostages in private family homes for 

months. That does not mean every Gazan supported it or knew about it. Thousands of Gazans 

were horrified that morning, knowing full well what the Israeli military response would look 

like.

CORN Anyone with half a brain knew what was coming down the pipe from the Israeli Air 

Force.

HERMAN Absolutely. There are reports of families packing their bags at seven in the morning 

on October seventh, before the first Israeli jet even took off, because they knew the sky was 

going to fall on them. They saw the footage from the border and said, our leaders have signed 

our death warrants. So the awareness was not advance operational knowledge. It was an 

instant, intuitive understanding of the catastrophe that had just been unleashed.

CORN But let us push on this. What about the work permit holders? Daniel mentioned 

whether awareness was more widely known. There were eighteen to twenty thousand Gazan 

laborers crossing into southern Israel every week to work in construction, agriculture, and 

inside those exact kibbutzim. Did they feed the intelligence machine?

HERMAN That was the immediate suspicion in Israel. People in Kibbutz Be'eri and Kfar Aza 

said, how did the attackers know where the security coordinator lived? How did they know 

which houses had dogs? How did they know the code to the automated security gate? The 

immediate emotional conclusion was: the workers we employed, the guys who ate lunch on 

our porches, sold us out.

CORN Did they?

HERMAN The investigative reporting on this, particularly by Israeli journalists and military 

debriefs, shows a much more nuanced picture. Shin Bet investigated thousands of those 

workers who were detained in Israel after the attack. They found very little evidence of a 

widespread, conscious spy ring among the ordinary laborers. Most of those men were 

desperately protective of their work permits; an Israeli permit was worth five to ten times an 
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average Gaza wage. It was their family's lifeline. If they got caught doing surveillance, they 

lost everything.

CORN So where did the detailed floor plans come from?

HERMAN Hamas did not need the workers to be spies. They had much better sources. First, 

open-source intelligence. We live in an era where people post everything on social media. 

Kibbutz Facebook pages, real estate listings showing internal layouts of homes, community 

newsletters that published maps of the grounds, holiday schedules, guard duty rosters.

CORN The local community newsletter. The ultimate intelligence vulnerability.

HERMAN It sounds absurd, but it is true! Kibbutz newsletters would literally publish things 

like, Moshe is on gate duty this weekend, but he is swapping with David because his daughter 

has a bat mitzvah. That was public on the internet. Second, Hamas used small commercial 

drones, bought off Alibaba or smuggled through Egypt, flying along the perimeter for years, 

taking high-resolution video of the patrol patterns. And third, they did interrogate or debrief 

workers when they returned to Gaza, often under coercion. A worker comes back through the 

Erez crossing, Hamas security pulls him into an office, and asks casual-sounding questions: 

Where are they building the new road? How many soldiers did you see at the checkpoint? Did 

they check your truck? The worker answers because he has to, without realizing he is filling 

in a grid map for an assault unit.

CORN You do not need a spy if you have five hundred oblivious guys giving you one pixel 

each.

HERMAN That is the phrase! Mosaic intelligence. Hamas's intelligence division, led by 

Mohammed Khamis Dababish, was remarkably proficient at assembling that mosaic. They 

took thousands of tiny, legal, innocuous data points and built a photorealistic targeting 

package. When the fighters hit the bases, they knew the location of the communications 

servers. That is not something a farmhand working in an avocado grove knows. That came 

from deep operational analysis, satellite imagery, and probably technical surveillance of IDF 

radio chatter.

CORN So if the workers were mostly clean of direct complicity, what about the money? You 

cannot build a subterranean army and feed thousands of fighters for five years without a 

financial footprint that people notice.

HERMAN This is where the story gets deeply international and where the complicity extends 

far beyond the borders of Gaza. The money trail is insane, Corn. We are talking about an 

operational budget estimated by Western intelligence to be hundreds of millions of dollars. 

Where did it come from?

CORN The suitcase of cash from Qatar is the famous one.

HERMAN Right, the suitcases of hundred-dollar bills, thirty million dollars a month, carried 

through Ben Gurion Airport with Israeli approval and driven straight into Gaza. The logic of 

the Netanyahu government at the time was to keep Hamas funded enough to govern Gaza and 

prevent a humanitarian collapse, while keeping the Palestinian leadership divided between 

Gaza and the West Bank. But that cash was officially earmarked for civil servants' salaries and 
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impoverished families. Hamas just used that to offset its budget, while diverting tax revenues 

directly to the military wing.

CORN Money is fungible. Who knew?

HERMAN Everyone knew! But beyond the Qatari cash, Hamas built a global investment 

portfolio. The United States Treasury Department issued sanctions documents in twenty-

twenty-two and twenty-twenty-three that detailed a secret investment network worth over 

five hundred million dollars. Real estate companies in Turkey, mining firms in Sudan, financial 

services in Algeria, shell companies registered in the United Arab Emirates. Controlled by an 

operative named Zaher Jabarin, who essentially ran Hamas's offshore merchant bank.

CORN Real estate in Istanbul funding shock troops in Rafah.

HERMAN Precisely. And then you have cryptocurrency. Hamas was an early and sophisticated 

adopter of crypto. Between twenty-twenty and twenty-twenty-three, crypto wallets linked to 

Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad received tens of millions of dollars in Bitcoin and Tether. 

They used virtual asset service providers based in Moscow, like the Garantex exchange, which 

was sanctioned for laundering illicit Russian funds. So you have a pipeline that runs from 

illicit Russian crypto brokers through Turkish banks, turning into cash carried through 

tunnels under the Egyptian border at Rafah, or smuggled via maritime routes on fishing boats.

CORN And none of this flagged an immediate alert that an invasion was imminent?

HERMAN It flagged financial crime alerts, but intelligence agencies suffer from a terrible 

disease called mirror-imaging. Israeli and American analysts looked at this massive financial 

network and said, look, Hamas has become a regional corporate empire. They have real estate, 

they have construction companies, they have government payrolls. Why would they risk all 

this wealth and administrative power by starting a catastrophic war they cannot win? The 

assumption was that money brings conservatism.

CORN It works on suburban accountants. Why not religious fanatics?

HERMAN Exactly! They assumed Sinwar wanted to be the mayor of Gaza, when Sinwar saw 

being the mayor of Gaza merely as an administrative chore on the way to an apocalyptic 

showdown. The money was not an end; it was fuel for the Big Project. The captured 

documents showed that Sinwar was willing to see the entire Gaza Strip flattened, all that 

infrastructure destroyed, because in his strategic calculus, the destruction of Gaza was a 

necessary price to shatter the status quo, derail the Saudi-Israeli normalization talks, and drag 

Iran and Hezbollah into a regional war of attrition that would destroy Israel over decades.

CORN It is the ultimate ideological blind spot. You assume your enemy wants what you want: 

peace, quiet, economic growth, a nice patio.

HERMAN That is the fatal flaw in the concept, the infamous conceptzia that the Israeli security 

establishment is now tearing itself apart over. They believed their own economic deterrence 

theory so thoroughly that any evidence contradicting it was simply discarded or reinterpreted 

to fit the model.

CORN Which brings us back to Daniel's core question. How long was the preparation? We 

have the seed planted in twenty-nineteen. The mock kibbutzim built in twenty-twenty-one. 
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The financial pipes laid over years. But what about the tactical training? Who taught an 

irregular militia to execute combined-arms drone warfare? Because the drone drops on the 

Israeli sensor towers were remarkably modern. That is straight out of the Ukraine playbook.

HERMAN That was the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps, specifically the Quds Force. The 

timeline of tactical upgrades shows a dramatic shift after twenty-twenty. Iran brought key 

Hamas engineers and tactical planners out of Gaza, through the tunnels into Sinai, up through 

Lebanon, and into training facilities in Iran. General Esmail Qaani, who took over the Quds 

Force after Qasem Soleimani was assassinated in twenty-twenty, oversaw specialized 

programs for Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad fighters.

CORN What were they teaching them?

HERMAN Paragliding, for one. You do not learn how to fly a powered paraglider by reading a 

manual in a basement in Khan Younis. You need open airspace, wind currents, and instructors. 

Iranian commandos trained Hamas paragliders in specialized camps near Isfahan. They taught 

them drone-dropped munitions: how to take an off-the-shelf commercial quadcopter, wire a 

three-D-printed drop mechanism to the landing gear, load it with a modified PG-seven 

warhead, and hover precisely over the blind spot of an automated machine-gun turret.

CORN A three-hundred-dollar drone killing a million-dollar remote weapon system.

HERMAN And disabling the fiber-optic relay cables running along the fence. That was not 

improvised. That required exact technical knowledge of where the sensor cables were laid and 

how the Israeli border surveillance architecture communicated with the command posts at 

Re'im. The Iranians helped them map those vulnerabilities. But notice the timeline: that 

training was completed by late twenty-twenty-two. That means Hamas sat on that capability 

for nearly a year without using it.

CORN That requires unbelievable self-control. Most insurgent groups get a cool new toy and 

want to use it immediately.

HERMAN That is what makes this so atypical. Usually, a terrorist cell builds a bomb, they get 

paranoid they are about to be caught, and they blow it up as soon as possible. The longer you 

hold a plan, the higher the mathematical probability that an informant slips, a courier gets 

arrested, or an electronic intercept catches a stray word. Holding an operation of this scale for 

over two years, while continuing to stage small-scale provocations that make you look weak 

and undisciplined, is a masterclass in strategic patience.

CORN They played dead.

HERMAN They played dumb, which is even better. They let the Israelis think they were 

incompetent, corrupt bureaucrats who cared more about collecting import taxes on cement 

than fighting a jihad. There is a story told by Israeli intelligence officers now, looking back at 

intercepts from twenty-twenty-two. They heard Hamas commanders complaining about the 

cost of living, complaining about fuel shortages, arguing over low-level municipal garbage 

collection. It sounded like an organization that had aged out of revolutionary fervor and 

settled into boring, middle-aged municipal management. And it was all deliberate background 

noise.
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CORN Or those specific commanders really were just worried about the garbage, because they 

were kept out of the loop by Sinwar.

HERMAN That too! If ninety-five percent of your organization genuinely thinks the priority is 

garbage collection and municipal budgets, then the Israeli listening posts will accurately hear 

ninety-five percent of the organization talking about garbage. The sincerity of the ignorant is 

the best deception tool you have.

CORN So to Daniel's final query: was awareness of an eventual attack widely known among 

the Gazan public? How would you settle that?

HERMAN I would settle it this way: the concept of an eventual, catastrophic confrontation was 

universally assumed; the reality of October seventh was an absolute shock.

CORN Explain that distinction.

HERMAN If you asked any person living in Gaza in September twenty-twenty-three, do you 

think this situation can last another five years? Every single person would have said no. The 

blockade, the lack of clean water, the unemployment rate over forty percent, the periodic 

bombardments, the internal tyranny of Hamas. Everyone knew the pressure cooker was going 

to blow. Sermons in the mosques talked constantly about liberating Al-Aqsa, about the final 

battle, about the return to the villages of nineteen-forty-eight. It was the ideological oxygen of 

the enclave. So the idea that war was coming was not a secret. It was the weather forecast.

CORN But nobody had October seventh on their calendar.

HERMAN Nobody had that on their calendar. Not the grocer in Gaza City, not the student at 

the Islamic University, not the mid-level civil servant, and certainly not the political leadership 

of Hamas sitting in Doha. When people woke up on that Saturday morning to the roar of 

thousands of rockets and saw the images of bulldozers pushing down the fence without a 

single Israeli helicopter appearing in the sky for hours, the initial reaction on the street was 

pure, dizzying disbelief. Some celebrated in the streets, handing out sweets, caught in a wave 

of nationalist euphoria; others immediately ran to the bakeries to stockpile flour and fuel, 

knowing with absolute certainty that Gaza was about to be pulverized into dust.

CORN Euphoria on one corner, existential terror on the other.

HERMAN Often in the same person within the span of ten minutes. Because everyone 

understood what the Israeli reaction would be. Israel's entire security doctrine since nineteen-

forty-eight has been built on deterrence through overwhelming, disproportionate retaliation. 

If you kill a dozen soldiers, they flatten a neighborhood. If you kill twelve hundred people and 

take two hundred and fifty hostages? There was not a single adult in Gaza who did not realize, 

within three hours of that border breach, that the world they had inhabited for the last twenty 

years had just come to an end.

CORN What strikes me most in all this is the inversion of technology. We spend trillions on 

autonomous platforms, algorithmic intelligence, artificial intelligence, face recognition, 

persistent satellite coverage. And a small group of men with clipboards, paper notebooks, and 

five years of silence dismantled the entire system in about forty-five minutes.
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HERMAN It is a profound lesson in the limits of technocratic security. The technology works, 

but only if the mind interpreting the data is willing to accept what the data says. The Israelis 

had the Jericho Wall document. We should mention that.

CORN That forty-page battle plan the IDF had sitting in a drawer for over a year.

HERMAN Yes! An intelligence analyst in the Southern Command, a non-commissioned officer, 

looked at the drills Hamas was running and compared them to that captured document. She 

said, they are practicing the exact steps outlined in Jericho Wall. Point for point. And her 

superior officer dismissed her warning, calling it an imaginary scenario. The technology 

collected the plan. The human beings just refused to believe Hamas had the audacity to 

execute it.

CORN It turns out, if you want to know what someone is going to do, you do not need to hack 

their phone. You just have to listen when they tell you what they are going to do.

HERMAN And believe them. That was the five-year plan. It was written down, it was practiced 

in broad daylight, it was funded through international shell games, and it relied entirely on the 

arrogance of the opponent to keep it hidden.

CORN A terrifyingly simple blueprint.

HERMAN Terrifying in every conceivable dimension.

CORN That is the show. Send your questions, prompts, and basement voice notes to Daniel. 

We will look at them, or Herman will read fifty intelligence dossiers about them while pacing 

around his paddock.

HERMAN I do not pace. I browse thoughtfully.

CORN You pace. Goodnight, everyone.

HERMAN Goodnight.
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CORN Daniel’s question is about the years before the morning: how long was this being 

prepared, who knew, and what did ordinary people in Gaza understand? The uncomfortable 

answer is that we can see a long-running plan and a tightly held operational secret. Those are 

not the same thing.

HERMAN Right. And that distinction matters, because “Hamas planned this for years” can 

sound as if the whole of Gaza had been briefed, or as if every detail was settled years in 

advance. Neither follows. What we’ve learned points to a leadership project developed over a 

long period, then converted into a specific operation through years of intelligence gathering, 

training, and rehearsal. The people who knew the exact date and full plan appear to have been 

a much smaller circle.

CORN A long plan, a short invitation list.

HERMAN Extremely short, by all accounts. But let’s separate what is well supported from what 

is inference. We have Hamas statements, reporting based on Israeli intelligence documents 

and interrogations, captured material, and later analysis of the attack itself. They don’t all 

answer the same question. Hamas has an interest in presenting the attack as a historic 

triumph. Israeli authorities have an interest in explaining how the warning failed. Journalists 

and investigators are piecing together fragments after a catastrophe. So we can make a strong 

account, but not pretend we have the meeting minutes.

CORN The meeting minutes would presumably be hard to retrieve.

HERMAN Yes. The filing system is not ideal.

CORN “Operation October Seventh: snacks, agenda, invasion.”

HERMAN What we can say is that the attack did not spring from a sudden decision in the last 

few weeks. Hamas had been studying the communities and military positions near Gaza for a 

long time. Israeli investigations and reporting have described Hamas obtaining detailed 

information about border locations, roads, kibbutzim, military bases, security arrangements, 

and the routines of people who lived and worked near the fence. That kind of intelligence is 

not assembled overnight.

CORN It is the unglamorous part of a military plan. The map before the motorbike.

HERMAN Exactly. The attack’s first hours relied on knowing where to go and what to do once 

they got there. The attackers didn’t just breach the border and improvise. Their target lists and 

movements showed preparation for specific communities and installations. They knew routes, 

entrances, and in some cases the layout of homes and public buildings. That suggests 

sustained observation, information gathering, and rehearsing different tasks.

CORN And the task list was horrifyingly practical.

HERMAN Yes. Military posts, roads, the border barrier, nearby towns and kibbutzim, the 

festival site at Re’im. The attackers were divided into groups with assignments. Some were 

meant to hit military facilities, some to enter civilian communities, some to secure routes or 
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widen the breach. There were also signs of plans to seize hostages and take them back into 

Gaza. The exact intended scale and sequence remain matters of investigation, but the 

organization and breadth are plain.

CORN When a force arrives with maps and assignments, “spontaneous outbreak” is not a 

serious description.

HERMAN No. And it’s worth clarifying the word “invasion.” Hamas’s armed wing, the Izz ad-

Din al-Qassam Brigades, led the assault, with other armed groups and individuals joining the 

cross-border violence. It was not a conventional army moving in a neat line. But it was a 

coordinated attack across multiple points, designed to overwhelm the defenses and exploit the 

openings. Calling it improvised would be wrong.

CORN How far back do we go, then? Is there a known seed moment?

HERMAN There isn’t a single confirmed date that historians can point to and say, “There: that 

was the first seed.” Hamas leaders have described the operation as years in the making. Some 

reporting based on documents seized by Israel has suggested that the idea and planning were 

developed over several years, with a more detailed blueprint emerging well before the attack. 

The New York Times, in reporting published after October seventh, described a Hamas plan 

for a broad assault that had been in the organization’s possession for years. Israeli officials said 

they had obtained or seen material that resembled the plan but did not treat it as an imminent 

operational blueprint.

CORN The distinction between “we know this is a possible plan” and “they are doing it 

tomorrow” is where intelligence earns its salary.

HERMAN And where it can fail very badly. There had been warnings and indications that 

Hamas was training for raids and looking at how to breach the barrier. Israeli forces had also 

seen exercises that included attacking mock Israeli positions. There was a replica training site 

in Gaza, described in reporting as a mock-up of an Israeli community or military installation, 

where fighters practiced assaulting buildings and moving through them. Israeli observers 

could see at least some of that activity. But it was interpreted within a broader assumption 

that Hamas was deterred, focused on governing Gaza, and not prepared to risk a full-scale 

war.

CORN A training village is a fairly unsubtle clue.

HERMAN It is. But an intelligence service can observe a clue and still misread what it means. 

Israeli security officials had become accustomed to thinking of Hamas as a group that wanted 

to keep its rule in Gaza and avoid the costs of a major conflict. There was also a belief that the 

barrier, surveillance network, and rapid military response would contain a limited incursion. 

The idea that Hamas could coordinate a large assault and hold Israeli forces back long enough 

to cause a mass-casualty disaster was discounted.

CORN A fortified wall can become a very expensive blind spot.

HERMAN That’s one of the brutal ironies. The barrier was built and monitored to prevent 

infiltration. Hamas treated it as a system to study and defeat. The assault did not just attack 

concrete and fencing. It targeted the sensors and observation posts, cut communications in 
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places, used explosives and vehicles to open breaches, and exploited the time it took for Israeli 

command and forces to understand the scale of what was happening. The surprise was not 

only that there were holes. It was that the defenders did not respond as if the whole system 

had been penetrated.

CORN So when did the general concept become the October seventh operation?

HERMAN We don’t know precisely. There are several layers: the strategic decision to mount an 

attack; the development of a plan; intelligence collection; training and preparation; and the 

final timing decision. Those can span different periods and involve different groups. Hamas 

leaders have said the operation was planned over years. Israeli assessments reported in the 

press have described a planning process involving Yahya Sinwar, the leader of Hamas in Gaza, 

and Mohammed Deif, the commander of the Qassam Brigades. Deif was widely described as a 

key operational architect. But the full internal chronology has not been publicly established.

CORN “Planned for years” doesn’t mean somebody circled October seventh on a calendar in 

2019.

HERMAN Precisely. It may mean the organization had a strategic concept, then developed and 

refined a plan, then selected the date later. The immediate preparations were probably more 

compressed: final orders, assembly, moving fighters and equipment, and making sure the units 

were ready. Those are the preparations the prompt explicitly wants to set aside. But the deeper 

preparation—studying targets, practicing, building the capability, deciding what kind of attack 

to attempt—was a long process.

CORN A recipe can exist for years before anyone turns on the oven.

HERMAN I’m going to gently object to the oven, because this is a grim recipe.

CORN I said it was a bad recipe.

HERMAN Fair. One of the more informative pieces of evidence is the training. The attackers 

had practiced using explosives against obstacles, moving in groups, attacking buildings, and 

handling particular objectives. Their equipment and tactics were not all sophisticated, but the 

operation was designed around the strengths they had: surprise, numbers, motorcycles and 

pickup trucks, paragliders, locally produced rockets, and rapid movement through breached 

points. They didn’t need a conventional army’s logistical tail. They needed enough 

preparation to move quickly and create confusion before Israeli forces could regroup.

CORN The sophistication was in the plan, not necessarily in the hardware.

HERMAN Exactly. And the plan took advantage of habits. Israeli forces had become reliant on 

remote surveillance and technology at the border. The attackers knew where observation 

systems were and how to suppress them. They used rockets to draw attention and complicate 

response, then breached the fence at numerous locations. Some fighters crossed by air on 

motorized paragliders; others came through the ground breaches. Once inside, the groups 

dispersed toward targets. This is one reason the attack looks like a cascade of separate scenes, 

even though it was coordinated.

CORN A single operation experienced as dozens of emergencies.
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HERMAN Yes. And the planning also had to account for what Hamas could not know. They 

could not control how fast the Israeli response would arrive, how civilians and soldiers would 

react, or how long they could hold ground. So the operational plan needed to be robust 

enough to produce chaos quickly, without depending on a long occupation of Israeli territory. 

Taking hostages and returning with them was, in part, a way to carry the impact back into 

Gaza even if the attackers could not remain across the border.

CORN That is a cold piece of strategic reasoning.

HERMAN It is. There were also claims about coordination with Iran or Hezbollah. Hamas has 

had long-standing relationships with Iran, and there has been military, financial, and political 

support over time. But public reporting after the attack, including reporting based on 

intelligence officials, did not establish that Iran or Hezbollah knew the exact date or approved 

the specific operation in advance. Hamas officials themselves offered varying accounts of how 

much allies knew. So we should distinguish the larger history of support from proof of direct 

advance knowledge of October seventh.

CORN “They have a relationship” is not the same sentence as “they received the launch time.”

HERMAN Right. And Hamas had reason to keep the final plan from allies as well as 

adversaries. A larger circle means more opportunities for surveillance, interception, accidental 

disclosure, or a political decision to stop the operation. Keeping the plan narrow could protect 

it from Israeli intelligence, but also from leaks through Hamas’s own network and the people 

around it.

CORN Let’s get to the part Daniel is really asking about: how do you keep something that 

large secret inside a crowded, politically controlled place?

HERMAN First, you don’t necessarily tell the whole organization the whole plan. You divide 

work. A fighter can train for a specific task without knowing the overall date or destination. 

One group can collect information about a border site; another can prepare equipment; 

another can rehearse entry techniques. They need enough information to do their job, not 

enough to reconstruct the full operation.

CORN The classic compartment. Give a person a room and a key, not the blueprint to the 

whole building.

HERMAN Yes. And Hamas is not just a guerrilla organization; it has military, political, security, 

administrative, social, and governing structures. Those structures overlap in ways that make it 

difficult for outsiders to know where one ends and another begins, but it would be a mistake 

to assume every employee or supporter knows military plans. A small command group can 

control operational information while the broader organization continues ordinary activities. 

A government still has to run services, manage salaries, negotiate over crossings, and deal 

with local disputes. Those routines can provide cover for the fact that selected people are 

preparing for something else.

CORN The normal business of government is a very effective disguise for not looking like a 

normal government.
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HERMAN There is also the value of mundane explanations. People moving around for training, 

security, political meetings, or military exercises may not attract attention if those activities 

are already part of life in Gaza. A unit can rehearse one component under the cover of a 

familiar activity. Equipment can be moved in quantities that don’t look unusual to the people 

who see it. And if everyone involved thinks a major operation is possible in principle, they 

still may not know when it will happen.

CORN A thousand people can know the weather is dangerous. That doesn’t mean a thousand 

people know the storm’s exact path.

HERMAN That’s a good way to put it. We should be careful, though, because we don’t have a 

verified organizational chart of who knew what. The strongest inference is that the final 

operational details were tightly compartmentalized, and that commanders relied on trust, 

direct control, and secrecy. Some reporting has described a small inner circle around Sinwar 

and Deif. We can say the exact plan and timing appear to have been restricted. We cannot 

confidently assign a precise number of people who knew.

CORN So not “three people knew,” unless somebody has a source better than a dramatic 

headline.

HERMAN Exactly. Hamas’s security culture is shaped by the danger of Israeli intelligence 

penetration. Israeli services have had sources and surveillance capabilities inside Palestinian 

groups, and Hamas has spent years trying to identify and prevent infiltration. That doesn’t 

mean it can make itself impermeable. No organization can. But fear of informants encourages 

compartmentalization, vetting, internal counterintelligence, and a habit of discussing sensitive 

matters face to face or through trusted channels.

CORN There’s a grim irony in a group that fears infiltration using such a visible, complicated 

plan.

HERMAN Visible pieces, hidden whole. A training exercise can be observed without revealing 

the date. A mock-up can be seen without making the purpose obvious to the observer. And if 

Israeli analysts already believe Hamas is deterred, they may file the evidence under “capability 

development” rather than “imminent attack.” Secrecy is not only hiding facts. It’s also 

exploiting the other side’s expectations about what those facts mean.

CORN Which is more effective than hiding a full-scale training ground under a bedsheet.

HERMAN Probably. The operational security may also have involved giving fighters their 

instructions late. Some accounts of the assault suggest that at least some participants may not 

have known the full destination or exact objective until shortly before they crossed. That 

would reduce the number of people who could leak the plan in advance. But reports based on 

interviews and captured documents vary, and I would not turn that into a universal statement 

about every attacker.

CORN “The fighters knew nothing” is as implausible as “everyone knew everything.”

HERMAN Yes. The attackers knew enough to carry out their tasks. The more important 

question is what they knew about the scale and consequences. A person told to attack a 

particular military post knows they are participating in an attack. They may not know the 
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whole multi-pronged plan. A person told to join a training exercise may know even less. There 

are degrees of awareness.

CORN And the civilian population is not one large room with one shared mind.

HERMAN That’s crucial. “Would ordinary Gazans have been taken by surprise?” could mean, 

did they know Hamas intended some kind of major attack? Did they know it would happen 

that morning? Did they expect fighters to cross into Israel? Did they understand what would 

happen once they entered homes and communities? Those have different answers.

CORN The date and the scale are the things most likely to have been secret. The general 

possibility of violence was not secret.

HERMAN Right. Gaza had lived with repeated conflict, rocket fire, Israeli airstrikes, border 

confrontations, and Hamas military activity for years. Many people would have known that 

Hamas and other armed groups maintained forces and weapons. Residents near training areas 

might have heard or seen exercises. Some people would have known individuals in the armed 

wing. That does not mean they knew a cross-border assault was being planned for October 

seventh.

CORN Knowing that someone owns a weapon is not knowing they’re leaving at dawn.

HERMAN And even people with a broad awareness of preparations may have expected a 

different kind of escalation: rocket fire, a border protest, a limited raid, or another round of 

fighting. The specific operation was exceptionally large. It involved fighters crossing in 

multiple ways and reaching several communities and military sites. The evidence we have 

does not show that ordinary Gazans, as a population, were told about that plan in advance.

CORN What evidence would we expect to see if it were widely known?

HERMAN That’s complicated. We might expect pre-attack conversations, unusual movement, 

people warning relatives not to travel, or substantial anticipatory preparations. But a 

clandestine operation can leave little public trace, and people may not report what they know. 

The absence of widespread public evidence is not proof no one knew. It does, however, limit 

the claim that the population broadly had advance notice. We have not seen credible evidence 

that large numbers of ordinary residents knew the date and details before the attack.

CORN There were people who crossed after the breaches opened, though.

HERMAN Yes, and that is one of the clearest reasons not to overcorrect into a comforting story 

that everyone in Gaza was shocked and uninvolved. Videos from October seventh show armed 

fighters and, in some cases, civilians crossing into Israel after the barrier had been breached. 

There was looting, and some people took part in violence or entered homes. Human rights 

organizations and journalists have documented those scenes. They are real. They matter. But 

they are evidence about what some people did after the assault began, not proof that Gaza’s 

general population had advance knowledge of the plan.

CORN The first person through a broken gate may be an accomplice, a looter, or a person 

following the crowd. The video doesn’t automatically tell us which.

HERMAN Exactly. It also doesn’t tell us what that person knew beforehand. The assault created 

an extraordinary opening. People may have crossed because they knew fighters were entering, 
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because they were swept along in a chaotic moment, or because the breach offered an 

opportunity to loot. Some may have been affiliated with armed groups; some may not. It is 

impossible to classify every individual from a clip. But we can say the presence of civilian 

participants in some acts is not speculative.

CORN And we can say that the existence of civilian participants doesn’t make them 

representatives of every family in Gaza.

HERMAN Correct. We should neither erase those individuals nor generalize from them to 

millions of people. Gaza’s population includes children, people who wanted nothing to do 

with Hamas, people who supported Hamas, people who opposed it, people who feared it, and 

people whose views changed over time. Hamas’s control over the territory did not mean every 

resident had access to its military plans. It did mean that the organization operated in a dense 

civilian environment, where military preparations and civilian life could be adjacent in ways 

that make clean distinctions difficult.

CORN The government can be dominant without being omniscient.

HERMAN And residents can be familiar with a military presence without being read into its 

operations. Imagine you live near a group that runs the local authorities, controls armed units, 

and conducts regular exercises. You may know the broad pattern of activity. You might 

recognize a training session. You might have a cousin who belongs to a unit. None of that tells 

you that an operation has been authorized, that it will happen on a particular morning, or that 

its targets include civilian communities.

CORN The difference between “something is coming” and “this is what is coming” can be 

enormous.

HERMAN It can. There’s another distinction: ideological or political support is not 

foreknowledge. Polling after the attack found significant support for the October seventh 

assault among Palestinians, though the results varied by location and wording, and support 

shifted as the war unfolded. Those polls can tell us something about political attitudes at the 

time respondents were surveyed. They cannot tell us who knew about the operation before it 

happened. Approval after the event is not evidence of advance knowledge.

CORN A reaction is not a rehearsal.

HERMAN Exactly. And polling in wartime is a difficult instrument. People may answer under 

pressure, may be grieving or angry, may interpret the question differently, or may see the 

attack through the immediate lens of retaliation and suffering. None of that means the 

findings should be ignored. It means they answer a different question from Daniel’s.

CORN Did anyone in Gaza publicly signal that it was coming?

HERMAN There were rumors and warnings after the fact, and there have been claims about 

people discussing the operation in advance. But public claims of foreknowledge need careful 

handling. Some stories have been based on secondhand accounts or anonymous sources; some 

have been disputed. There have also been allegations that particular people must have known 

because they behaved strangely, or because they posted something ambiguous. Those are not 

enough to establish broad advance awareness. So far, the strongest public evidence is about 
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the attackers, the command structure, and preparations visible to Israeli intelligence—not a 

reliable trail showing general civilian foreknowledge.

CORN If a rumor becomes a fact every time someone repeats it, intelligence analysis gets very 

easy.

HERMAN Too easy. There were also journalists and activists who, after the attack, asked how 

such a large operation could have happened without ordinary residents noticing. That is a 

reasonable question, but “noticing activity” and “understanding the plan” are separate. People 

may have seen training, unusual movements, or heightened security measures without 

knowing what those signs meant. A resident could have thought, “There’s another military 

exercise,” or “Hamas is preparing for a possible clash.” That is not the same as knowing that 

fighters would enter communities across the border.

CORN The signal may be visible while the message remains unreadable.

HERMAN Yes. The same goes for people who may have helped with logistical details. A driver 

might transport a person without knowing the destination’s significance. Someone might 

supply food or equipment under an ordinary explanation. An employee could carry out a task 

without knowing it was part of a larger assault. That’s a common feature of 

compartmentalized conspiracies and clandestine operations: people can contribute to a 

process without seeing the whole design.

CORN Which makes the question “How many people knew?” almost impossible without 

defining “knew.”

HERMAN Exactly. There might be a small group that knew the date, scope, and objectives. A 

larger group could know the broad strategic goal. More people could know that units were 

preparing for a serious operation without knowing which one. Still more could observe 

fragments and never connect them. And then there are people who learned what was 

happening only when the attack was underway, through their phones, the sounds of fighting, 

or seeing people cross back into Gaza.

CORN That last category would not have needed a briefing. The morning delivered its own.

HERMAN Tragically. For civilians in Gaza, many would have learned of the attack as it 

unfolded or through the images and rumors that spread rapidly. Some residents reportedly 

celebrated; others were alarmed. Some may have feared immediate Israeli retaliation. It’s 

difficult to reconstruct individual reactions, and there was no safe, neutral survey of people 

asking what they knew at each hour. We should resist turning the lack of a comprehensive 

record into a sweeping conclusion.

CORN There is a temptation to make a whole population either innocent witnesses or one 

giant conspirator.

HERMAN And both are inaccurate. The actual picture is less emotionally convenient: a small 

armed organization made the plan; a wider set of fighters and facilitators had varying levels of 

knowledge; some civilians joined violence or looting once the breach opened; many others 

likely had no advance knowledge; and some may have suspected that something serious was 

being prepared without knowing its timing or shape.
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CORN That’s less tidy than a headline.

HERMAN Much more useful than a headline. We should talk about why Hamas might have 

chosen to keep the plan hidden even from people who supported its goals. The operation was 

so consequential that disclosure would create risk. Israel had human sources and signals 

intelligence. Hamas had reason to assume that communications were monitored. A date could 

be exposed through a single intercepted message, a careless phone call, or a person under 

interrogation. So limiting the circle was not just a security preference. It was essential to the 

design.

CORN They were trying to make an attack visible only after it was too late to stop.

HERMAN That’s right. And they also had an incentive to preserve the appearance of routine. If 

Israeli analysts expected Hamas to avoid a major war, Hamas could continue to appear 

focused on governing, negotiations, economic arrangements, or localized military activity. 

That might have helped sustain the Israeli belief that the group was contained. It’s possible 

Hamas deliberately cultivated that impression. Israeli investigations and press accounts have 

described signals of restraint and a pattern of avoiding escalation at certain moments. But we 

have to distinguish a deliberate deception campaign from an opponent’s own mistaken 

assumptions. They can reinforce each other.

CORN If the other side wants to believe you’re quiet, you don’t have to whisper.

HERMAN Yes. There’s also an organizational advantage in having the political leadership and 

military leadership manage different kinds of communication. Public statements could be 

conciliatory or focused on immediate political issues while the armed wing prepared. But we 

shouldn’t picture two perfectly separate worlds. Hamas’s political and military leadership are 

connected; they share strategic aims and authority. The question is who had access to which 

operational detail, not whether the organization’s public and military sides had no 

relationship.

CORN A compartmentalized organization still needs someone who knows where the 

compartments are.

HERMAN Exactly. And that person becomes an enormous point of failure. But a very small 

command circle can accept that risk if it believes operational secrecy is more important than 

broad participation. There’s a trade-off: narrow planning improves security, but it can reduce 

flexibility and increase the consequences if commanders are killed or communications fail. The 

attack’s early chaos suggests that Hamas had enough decentralized structure for groups to 

keep moving once the plan began, but it also appears that the assault exceeded what many 

participants—and perhaps some commanders—could control.

CORN The operation’s success at getting through the barrier did not mean it remained 

controlled after that.

HERMAN Right. The attackers killed civilians and soldiers, took hostages, and committed acts 

of extreme violence. Those acts were not accidental side effects to be softened with technical 

language. The scale and targets matter. The plan’s preparation doesn’t make the violence less 

barbaric; it tells us it was not a spontaneous riot. And the fact that some people may have 
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joined in after the breach doesn’t make the assault a mass movement with advance public 

authorization.

CORN Planning and participation are separate questions. So are explanation and excuse.

HERMAN Absolutely. Understanding the preparation is not an attempt to justify it. It matters 

because it shows how an organization can exploit a security system, how a long-term project 

can be concealed, and how warning signs can be present without producing an accurate 

forecast. It also matters for understanding the human toll: the victims were not killed by a 

random accident at the border. The operation included intentional attacks on civilian 

communities.

CORN The word “surprise” can be misleading, too. Israel was surprised strategically. 

Individual fighters may not have been. Civilians may have learned at different moments.

HERMAN That’s a useful breakdown. The Israeli security establishment was surprised by the 

scale and timing, despite warnings and observable preparation. The Hamas commanders who 

set the operation in motion were not surprised. The fighters who had their assignments may 

have known an attack was coming, though not necessarily every part of the plan. Ordinary 

Gazans, as a whole, appear not to have had advance knowledge of the exact operation. Some 

individuals likely knew more; some may have recognized signs; some joined once it was 

underway.

CORN And “appears” is doing honest work there.

HERMAN It is. We cannot inspect the private knowledge of a population. We can assess the 

evidence available. We have strong evidence of long-term Hamas planning and preparation. 

We have substantial evidence of a tight operational circle and deliberate 

compartmentalization. We have evidence that some people beyond the military participants 

may have witnessed or joined aspects of the attack once it began. We do not have solid public 

evidence that ordinary Gazans broadly knew the date, targets, or full scale in advance.

CORN So, if Daniel wants a clean verdict: the operation was years in the making, but the 

launch details were probably held by a relatively small circle.

HERMAN Yes, with one refinement: “years in the making” describes the development of the 

capability and strategic plan, not necessarily a fully fixed, unchanged plan waiting for a date. 

There was likely evolution. Hamas had to gather intelligence, build units, train, test tactics, 

and wait for conditions it considered suitable. A plan can be conceived years earlier and 

revised as the military and political context changes.

CORN The plan was old. The calendar page was not.

HERMAN Nicely put. And on ordinary Gazans: many probably were surprised by the specific 

event and its scale. Some were not surprised that violence was possible; some knew something 

about Hamas’s military activity; some individuals may have had advance knowledge; and 

some participated after the attack began. The evidence does not justify saying that the 

population as a whole knew the operation was coming.

CORN It also doesn’t justify saying no one outside the command structure had any idea.
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HERMAN Right. The honest position is between those absolutes, but not because we’re trying 

to be diplomatically neutral. It’s because the evidence supports a narrower conclusion. We can 

make a clear judgment without pretending to know what no one has established.

CORN That’s the whole answer, really: long preparation, narrow secret, uneven awareness.

HERMAN And the terrible lesson for intelligence is that a group can show you pieces of a plan 

without showing you the moment they intend to use it. Hamas had practiced. It had studied 

the border. It had built the units and rehearsed attacks. Israeli intelligence had seen some of 

that, but the assumptions used to interpret it were wrong. The barriers and sensors created 

confidence, and confidence made the warnings easier to discount.

CORN The surveillance system saw the rehearsal. The institution saw a rehearsal for 

something less dangerous.

HERMAN Exactly. That gap between observation and interpretation is where the surprise lived. 

It wasn’t that every warning was invisible. It’s that the warnings were assigned a meaning 

that fit the prevailing theory: Hamas was deterred, Hamas wanted to preserve its rule, Hamas 

would not risk a major war. The attack showed that a group can be rationally interested in 

maintaining its governing position and still choose an operation that risks destroying it, 

because its leaders value other goals more highly.

CORN You can’t infer that someone won’t act because the consequences look bad to you.

HERMAN Especially when you don’t know what they believe they can gain. That doesn’t mean 

the attack was inevitable or that Israeli failure was unavoidable. It means the analysis had to 

consider that Hamas might accept costs that seemed irrational from the outside. And once the 

attack began, the local communities and military positions were exposed to a plan built to 

exploit precisely the response delays and assumptions that had accumulated.

CORN Which leaves us with a bad morning that had a long shadow behind it.

HERMAN Yes. It was not planned in one night, and it was not known to everyone. The 

evidence points to years of preparation, an inner circle that guarded the operational details, 

and a much wider population in which awareness ranged from ordinary familiarity with 

armed activity to actual participation after the border was breached. For the exact date and the 

full design, we do not have evidence of broad public foreknowledge.

CORN Daniel, that’s our best answer: long project, narrow circle, no credible case for mass 

advance awareness.

HERMAN And no reason to flatten the people who did take part into a statistic about everyone 

else. The distinction is important, even when it is uncomfortable.

CORN It’s uncomfortable either way. The facts don’t become kinder if we blur them.

HERMAN No. They just become less accurate.

CORN That’s My Weird Prompts. We’ll see you next time.

HERMAN Take care, and keep your categories separate. They’re doing a lot of work.
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Run 3
The prompt as the show received it

Hey, Herman and Coron. Here's one of those prompts that I'm sending in that I'm setting 

a reminder to listen back to at some point and say, 'Daniel, did you really need to send 

that in? You sound like a crazy person.' Maybe it's not the first one. But here is a topic 

that is going to sound a little out there, but in the spirit of this podcast, let's just run with 

it.

I'll tell you what I'm doing today. I'm almost finished getting our place ready for the 

move, decluttering. We've gone from a cluttered apartment to zero clutter. Everything 

that we didn't need is thrown out. Everything is labeled.

I did some prompts last week asking about industrial paint markers. I never knew that 

these things exist — actually, I take that back. I never had good results with them, so I 

just assumed they were all rubbish. I picked up and asked ChatGPT for what's a decent 

one and learned, more importantly, about the chemistry. If you need to get them to stick 

on wood, what are you buying? What does an oil-based marker do that an alcohol-based 

marker doesn't? How long do they cure for, all the rest of it? Not the most scintillating 

topic under the planet, but I'll tell you why I'm in an elevated mood today, a good mood. 

I don't think it's due to the markers, because these are xylene-free and scentless, but they 

really do a nice job at bedding down.

You guys know that I have ADHD. I'm very open about that fact, and we've done many 

episodes about ADHD. I mentioned before that I thought buying a headtorch was one of 

those weird hacks that I hit upon for finding things. We did a super episode yesterday, 

and I think it was probably something you might need a neuroscience degree for. The 

subject matter was when people have — and this is something I have personally — a hard 

time filtering out conversations or music or sounds in the background. We talked about 

how what might present as the same system, I might say it's like a sensory filtering 

disorder, can actually have three very distinctive inherent neurological causes, seen in 

autism, ADHD, the rest of it.

Because I'm marking stuff for the move, I'm finding it just to do the things I need. But 

I'm also marking things that I'm always mislaying around the house. I have a notebook. I 

love the process of writing notes — something I kind of fell out of, and now I'm 

discovering again. I'm talking about just bullet journaling, opening up a notebook. If you 

asked me where my ADHD brain drives me crazy, it's mislaying the same few things 

around the house. One of them is my keys and my wallet. This is the classic one, so I 

have a key-wallet thing. This notebook is always vanishing on me. There are a few 

things like it — it might sound like a flippant thing, but this notebook is where I jot 

down client ideas, life plans. So when I can't find my notebook, it drives me nuts.
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Now, here is what I am doing. I have in my hand the Sakura Pen-Touch 2mm, a beautiful 

pen, medium point. It is AP-rated. It's a white paint pen from Sakura, a Japanese 

manufacturer, alongside Edding, probably the biggest one in the space. I'm writing on 

my notebook, this big label with paint that says 'notebook' underline. I'm looking around 

my office now and I notice that it catches me. I can see, oh, there's where my notebook 

is. So I feel like I'm landing onto something. This might seem to some people crazy. It 

might seem like visual clutter. Do you really want to have these big labels all over your 

workspace? But for a few things that I really want to call my attention to, I'm finding 

this to be helpful.

I'm trying to find another example. What have I done today? The step ladder that's 

constantly going missing — wrote 'office' because we found one that looks almost the 

same and is for the patio. Again, these are things that to neurotypical people might 

sound stupid, obsessive, ridiculous. I've definitely self-censored about this kind of stuff 

before, and I felt I should probably not tell anyone about this because they're going to 

think I'm totally crazy. But it's one of those things that if you're wasting time every day 

and it's annoying you, whatever works works, and I'm happy to run with it.

So anyway, Herman and Coron, now that I've told you about this organizational method, 

I'd love to get your take on arranging your space if you have a home office or living 

space and you have ADHD or some other form of neurodivergence, and like me, you're 

highly prone to just putting things down without even registering it for a second. I'm not 

suggesting that writing gigantic signs on everything is the be-all and end-all approach, 

but I would like to discuss — and this is why the prompt is, I'm trying to ask something a 

little bit deeper here — I'd like to discuss how our visual processing might differ in ways 

that make mislaying things particularly prevalent, and why simply putting out big 

callouts on things or maybe simple home organization strategies that we can implement.

Decluttering is number one — that reduces your visual clutter. And sometimes it is just 

having these big signs or, you know, saying 'in stationary drawer' or something like that. 

There's a reason that I've kind of discovered the world of labeling and sensed for a long 

time that there's something really to this. I always feel at the time this was a complete 

waste of time. Why did I spend three hours writing labels around the house? And then 

for the next year, I'm like, oh, thank goodness I did that, because now I know where it is 

and I can find it. That was a really good use of time. So it's one of those things that at the 

time it feels a bit crazy, later you see the benefits.

Herman and Coron, I hope that lays the groundwork for a wider discussion for those of 

us with neurodivergence who are very prone to mislaying things. I've been losing things 

and putting things down in places that I couldn't remember since I was probably a 

teenager. So this isn't a new phenomenon, but today I have a new ally: the paint pen. 

Herman and Coron, let's talk about visual processing in ADHD and other forms of 

Run 3  ·  Prompt 106 / 166



neurodivergence in today's episode of My Weird Prompts. Today, really putting the 

'weird' in 'weird prompt.'
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GPT-6.1 Sol
Run 3 · 3323 words

CORN Daniel has written “notebook” on his notebook, and he would like to know whether 

this is neuroscience or a cry for help.

HERMAN I vote for useful environmental design. Although writing “notebook” on a sandwich 

would give us a more interesting diagnostic problem.

CORN Welcome to My Weird Prompts. I’m Corn, here with my brother, Herman Poppleberry. 

Today, our producer Daniel has discovered the industrial paint pen, and several household 

objects have acquired subtitles.

HERMAN And his actual question is excellent. Why do some people, particularly people with 

ADHD, keep putting things down without registering where they went? Why might a big 

white label make an object easier to find? And how do you arrange a home so that finding 

your notebook doesn’t become the first project you write in it?

CORN First, a ruling. Labeling things that you repeatedly lose is not ridiculous. It’s a 

reasonable response to a recurring problem. You don’t owe your desk an understated aesthetic.

HERMAN Absolutely. But I want to separate three things that can feel identical: not noticing 

where you put something, not remembering where you put it, and looking right at it without 

recognizing that it’s the thing you need.

CORN The notebook can disappear at three different departments.

HERMAN Precisely. And the intervention depends on which department is losing the 

paperwork.

CORN Let’s use his actual scene. Daniel has a client idea. He writes it down, gets up to check 

something for the move, puts the notebook on a stack of packing materials, and returns 

twenty minutes later. Gone. Except it hasn’t moved.

HERMAN At the moment he put it down, his attention may have been on the next task. The 

placement wasn’t strongly encoded into memory. Later, he experiences that as forgetting, but 

there may never have been a clear memory of the placement to retrieve.

CORN So “try harder to remember” is arriving after the incident.

HERMAN Often, yes. We can remember incidental things without deliberately attending to 

them, so it isn’t an absolute rule. But attention strongly influences what gets encoded. If 

you’re mentally composing an email while your hand deposits the notebook, the email may 

get the processing resources and the deposit may not.

CORN I dislike that the email gets custody.

HERMAN Then there’s working memory: keeping a goal or location active while doing 

something else. You think, “Notebook on chair, move this box, answer that question,” and the 

little thread connecting you to the chair gets displaced.

CORN And the third department is visual search.
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HERMAN Yes. The notebook is physically visible, but you have to select it from competing 

objects. Its cover may blend into the desk. It may be partly covered. You may be searching for 

its usual orientation, and today it’s edge-on beside a laptop.

CORN That last one feels important. We don’t search for a philosophical notebook. We search 

for the dark rectangle we expect to see.

HERMAN Exactly. Search is guided by features and expectations: color, shape, size, likely 

location. Your brain isn’t identifying every object in the room with equal thoroughness. That 

would be exhausting.

CORN You’ve seen me enter a hardware shop.

HERMAN An impressive demonstration of serial processing.

CORN Now put ADHD into that picture without telling everyone their visual cortex is broken.

HERMAN ADHD is associated, on average, with difficulties regulating attention and executive 

functions. That can affect maintaining the search goal, resisting distraction, organizing 

possessions, and consistently carrying out a put-it-away routine. But people vary enormously. 

We shouldn’t take Daniel’s missing notebook and infer one specific visual-processing 

abnormality.

CORN That’s my concern with the framing. “Visual processing differences” sounds 

satisfyingly deep. Sometimes the explanation is that you put your notebook beneath a 

shipping label while thinking about lunch.

HERMAN I agree, with a qualification. There is research into visual attention, distractor 

suppression, eye movements, and sensory processing in ADHD. Those are legitimate areas. 

But findings from a laboratory task don’t give us a neat explanation for one person’s house. 

Losing objects can emerge from several ordinary processes interacting badly.

CORN Ordinary mechanisms, unusually expensive outcome.

HERMAN Exactly. And “ordinary” doesn’t mean trivial. Repeatedly interrupting your work to 

search for essentials can be genuinely disabling.

CORN Daniel also connected this to difficulty filtering conversations and background sounds. 

Can we connect those, or are we just putting everything in the same neurological drawer?

HERMAN We can connect them at a broad level: selecting relevant information while 

competing information is present. But auditory filtering and finding a notebook aren’t the 

same task. And sensory experiences in ADHD, autism, and other conditions overlap without 

necessarily sharing one mechanism.

CORN So no universal filter switch.

HERMAN No. Nor a clean rule that autistic people have one kind of filter and people with 

ADHD have another. Within either group, profiles vary. Someone may find sound 

overwhelming but be excellent at locating objects. Someone else may tolerate a noisy café and 

lose their wallet twice before leaving it.

CORN Versatility.
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HERMAN Daniel’s observation is still valuable. He changed a feature of his environment, and a 

frequently lost object became easier to notice. We can take that seriously without claiming the 

paint pen revealed his neural circuitry.

CORN Let’s examine the pen, then. White lettering, large enough to catch his attention, on the 

cover of a notebook. Is the word doing the work, or is it basically a white flag?

HERMAN Probably some combination, and we can’t tell from his report. High contrast can 

make a region more visually distinctive. Large lettering can be legible at a distance. A familiar 

word can confirm identity once he looks toward it. And because he just made the label, it may 

have novelty and personal relevance.

CORN Which is a polite way of saying he might notice it because he spent the morning being 

delighted with his pen.

HERMAN That’s a real possibility. Novelty can temporarily help. But that doesn’t make the 

intervention fake. A label can remain useful after it stops being exciting, especially if it gives 

the notebook a stable, distinctive appearance.

CORN Would you have written “notebook,” though? I think I’d choose one broad white stripe. 

You don’t need to read your keys.

HERMAN For finding an object at a glance, a simple distinctive feature may be better than a 

word. A bright spine, a contrasting patch, a distinctive key fob. But the word has advantages if 

several objects look similar or if the label communicates a destination or purpose.

CORN Which brings us to his ladders. One belongs in the office, one on the patio, and they 

look almost identical. “Office” isn’t identifying the species. It’s identifying the assignment.

HERMAN Exactly. That label answers “Which one is this?” and “Where does it belong?” The 

notebook label mainly answers “Is that the thing I’m looking for?” Same technology, different 

job.

CORN And a drawer label answers a third question: “Where should I look before I dismantle 

the apartment?”

HERMAN Yes. I’d distinguish object identification, storage location, and action cues. 

“Notebook.” “Stationery.” “Take these keys.” You can use labels for all three, but knowing 

which problem you’re solving helps you write a useful one.

CORN “Important things” fails all three.

HERMAN It’s a category designed to become a sedimentary layer.

CORN Here’s where I push back on Daniel’s “whatever works works.” Mostly, yes. But if 

everything gets a giant label, you’ve rebuilt the clutter in typography.

HERMAN Completely. Salience is relative. If every surface shouts, no surface is particularly 

informative. I’d reserve high-contrast callouts for the few objects or locations that repeatedly 

cause friction.

CORN Not a house that looks like it’s evacuating itself.

HERMAN And not necessarily the brightest possible colors. For someone who finds visual 

intensity uncomfortable, a consistent, restrained system may work better. High contrast 
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doesn’t have to mean fluorescent orange. A plain white label on a dark drawer can be both 

calm and readable.

CORN Daniel has also just decluttered the apartment. That is a gigantic confounder in his pen 

experiment.

HERMAN It is. He changed the object and the background. Fewer competing items could 

explain some of the improvement. The label may add more. We don’t have to identify the 

exact percentage to keep both useful changes.

CORN But we should avoid crediting the marker with clearing the room.

HERMAN Sakura’s marketing department will survive.

CORN There’s a little chemistry claim in his message worth catching. He says the pen is 

xylene-free, scentless, and AP-rated, so his elevated mood probably isn’t the markers.

HERMAN The Art and Creative Materials Institute’s AP seal indicates evaluation for toxicity 

under intended use. It doesn’t mean a product is edible, suitable for skin, or safe to inhale 

deliberately. And lack of smell isn’t proof of lack of vapor.

CORN Your nose is not a safety data sheet.

HERMAN Exactly. Use the product according to its label, with the recommended ventilation. 

Xylene-free means it doesn’t contain that particular solvent, not that every ingredient is water. 

And paint markers aren’t all chemically interchangeable: surface preparation and curing 

depend on the actual formulation.

CORN Also test the label somewhere discreet before turning a favorite notebook into a solvent 

compatibility study.

HERMAN Especially flexible covers, coated plastics, or things you’ll handle constantly. Dry to 

the touch isn’t always the same as fully cured. But we needn’t become a coatings podcast.

CORN Not until the paint dries.

HERMAN You’ve been holding that.

CORN Now, the headtorch. Daniel previously discovered that wearing one helps him find 

things. What might that be doing?

HERMAN Several practical things. More illumination can make detail easier to see. Light 

coming from close to your line of sight puts illumination where you’re looking. As you move, 

shadows and reflections can reveal edges or an object tucked into a gap.

CORN And it turns searching into a specific activity. Not wandering around thinking, “I’m a 

person who has lost something.” You put on equipment.

HERMAN I like that explanation, though I’d call it a plausible behavioral benefit, not an 

established neurological effect of headtorches. It can mark a transition into a deliberate search 

routine.

CORN My objection is that a narrow beam could make you miss everything outside it.

HERMAN It could. It’s a tool, not a complete search strategy. Good room lighting may be better 

for a broad scan. A headtorch can be particularly useful under furniture, in cupboards, or 

behind a desk.
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CORN So he’s found two ways to change the signal. Put more light on the object, or make the 

object look more distinct.

HERMAN And now I’d add a third: reduce how many places the object can plausibly be.

CORN Here comes the bowl by the door.

HERMAN The much-maligned bowl by the door deserves representation.

CORN It’s never just a bowl. Within a week it contains keys, coins, one screw, and a battery 

whose legal status is uncertain.

HERMAN That’s why “get a bowl” is incomplete advice. It needs a specific role, a sensible 

location, and enough boundaries that it doesn’t become general storage. If Daniel already has 

a combined key-wallet object, give that object one obvious landing place at the point where he 

naturally puts it down.

CORN Not where a lifestyle photograph says he should put it.

HERMAN Exactly. Watch the actual movement. He enters, closes the door, removes his coat, 

and puts the key-wallet on a small table. Put the tray on that table. Don’t install a beautiful 

hook around a corner and then demand an additional act of remembering.

CORN Design for the hand you have.

HERMAN Including its physical capacity. A hook may be easier than a drawer for one person, 

but harder for someone with pain or limited dexterity. Low friction means low friction for the 

actual user.

CORN I want to make the notebook harder, because it travels. Keys arrive at the door. A 

notebook follows you to the sofa, the kitchen, the desk, the place where you suddenly have a 

brilliant idea about invoicing.

HERMAN First question: does it need to travel? If it does, don’t design a system that pretends it 

won’t. You might give it a home base at the desk and one secondary landing zone by the sofa.

CORN Two homes sounds like doubling the ambiguity.

HERMAN Compared with one consistently used home, yes. Compared with seventeen 

accidental homes, it may be a huge improvement.

CORN Fair. I would still start with one, then add the second only if the notebook keeps 

migrating there.

HERMAN I’d accept that. And give the home a physical outline: a shallow tray, a vertical slot, a 

clear patch beside the keyboard. Something that makes both presence and absence legible.

CORN The empty space tells you it’s gone.

HERMAN Exactly. That can be more useful than a label on the notebook itself. The label helps 

locate the notebook when visible. The designated slot helps you notice that it hasn’t returned.

CORN Could you label the slot “notebook” as well?

HERMAN Absolutely.

CORN Finally, a matching set.
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HERMAN And place the object label where it will actually be visible. If the notebook is stored 

upright, lettering on the front cover may do nothing. Mark the spine or add a visible tab, 

provided it doesn’t interfere with use.

CORN This is the unglamorous specificity I like. “Use visual cues” means nothing until 

someone asks which way the notebook is facing.

HERMAN Exactly. Likewise, “put it in a drawer” may solve visual overload while creating a 

retrieval problem if the drawer is deep, mixed, and opaque.

CORN Let’s tackle that tension. People say, “With ADHD, out of sight is out of mind.” Then 

the advice is transparent boxes everywhere. Daniel has just achieved zero clutter. Are we 

asking him to display every possession?

HERMAN No. And “out of sight, out of mind” is a shorthand, not an explanation that people 

with ADHD lack object permanence. Object permanence is understanding that an object 

continues to exist when you can’t see it.

CORN Daniel knows the notebook exists. That’s why he’s annoyed.

HERMAN Exactly. The difficulty may be remembering to use something, recalling its location, 

or initiating a search. Transparent storage can help some of those problems, but it can also 

create visual competition.

CORN So what gets displayed?

HERMAN Things that need to cue action soon, or things used constantly that don’t reliably get 

retrieved from closed storage. Put less-used things away in clearly identified locations. You 

can have opaque, visually calm containers with readable labels. Visibility of the category may 

be sufficient; you don’t need visibility of every paperclip.

CORN I’d add: keep the active task visible, not the entire history of your ambitions.

HERMAN That is painfully accurate.

CORN A desk covered in six unfinished projects isn’t six reminders. It’s six people trying to 

talk through the same microphone.

HERMAN Although some people work well with several projects visible. I wouldn’t impose a 

single-clear-desk rule. I’d ask whether the arrangement helps them re-enter work or makes 

choosing the next step harder.

CORN Fair disagreement. My own threshold is low. One project and a cup, and the cup should 

know its place.

HERMAN My desk contains reference material.

CORN In geological order.

HERMAN There are eras.

CORN What about the moment of putting something down? Can you train that, or are we 

only redesigning the room around it?

HERMAN You can try a tiny placement routine: pause, look at the destination, place the object 

deliberately. Some people find saying “keys in the tray” useful because it makes the action 

more explicit. But it should be a brief aid, not a demand to narrate your whole life.
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CORN Especially if the problem is that you forget to do the remembering routine.

HERMAN Exactly. That’s why environmental changes are often a better starting point. A tray 

directly in the path doesn’t require remembering a sentence. And practice the routine at the 

real moment: arriving home with bags, not standing in an empty hallway rehearsing being an 

organized person.

CORN Organized people never seem to have groceries.

HERMAN Or a phone ringing while a parcel falls over.

CORN Let’s give Daniel something concrete for moving week, because his system is about to 

encounter cardboard at scale.

HERMAN A fixed essentials station. One conspicuous tray or open container for the notebook, 

key-wallet, phone, and whatever he truly needs during packing. Keep it out of ordinary boxes 

and give it one stable location until departure.

CORN I’d put the paint pen there too. Otherwise this episode ends with him needing a second 

paint pen to label the first.

HERMAN And avoid making “miscellaneous” the dominant moving category. Label boxes with 

destination and a few meaningful contents. “Office, notebook supplies and chargers” beats 

“office stuff,” especially if there are twelve office boxes.

CORN Though not every box needs a novella. A label you can’t read from the doorway is a 

private diary.

HERMAN Put labels on a side that remains visible when stacked, perhaps more than one side. 

Again, the actual viewing angle matters.

CORN After the move, I’d resist designing the permanent system on day one. You don’t yet 

know where your hands will abandon things.

HERMAN Yes. Start with temporary labels and observe. If the key-wallet repeatedly lands on a 

particular shelf, that’s data. It might be the right home, or it might show that the intended 

home is inconvenient.

CORN Failure as a floor plan.

HERMAN Nicely put.

CORN What if Daniel does all this and still loses things? Is a tracker surrender?

HERMAN Not remotely. A compatible Bluetooth tracker that can make a sound may be useful 

for keys, a wallet, or even a notebook if attachment is practical. Check the phone ecosystem, 

attachment method, battery arrangements, and whether nearby finding features require 

particular hardware.

CORN And whether the sound can escape the sofa.

HERMAN Yes. Also remember that some location displays show a last detected position, not 

continuous live tracking. They’re aids with limits, not miniature omniscient detectives.

CORN I favor them for expensive, mobile things. But I wouldn’t start by purchasing twelve 

gadgets. First find out whether a tray solves the problem.
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HERMAN Agreed. Duplicate inexpensive essentials can also help: scissors at the packing 

station and in the kitchen, rather than one sacred pair endlessly commuting.

CORN But not duplicate notebooks containing different halves of your life plan.

HERMAN Right. Duplicate tools can reduce travel. Duplicate information systems can create 

fragmentation. Daniel’s notebook seems valuable partly because it’s one trusted place for 

ideas.

CORN How does he judge whether the labels are actually helping once the new-pen 

honeymoon ends?

HERMAN Keep it very simple. Choose perhaps three recurring problem objects. Change 

something specific for each: distinctive marking, designated landing place, clearer storage 

label. Over a couple of weeks, notice whether searches become less frequent or shorter.

CORN No spreadsheet?

HERMAN Only if he wants one. A tally when a search disrupts him could be enough. The 

measure is practical benefit, not whether he follows the system perfectly.

CORN And don’t improve all forty-seven objects on Saturday.

HERMAN That risks turning organization into another absorbing project that doesn’t solve the 

daily bottleneck.

CORN A beautifully labeled avoidance activity.

HERMAN Sometimes. But I want to defend the three hours Daniel spent labeling. Up-front 

work can absolutely save repeated effort. The question is whether the labels answer recurring 

questions. If they do, that’s infrastructure, not wasted time.

CORN I agree. The embarrassing part isn’t writing “notebook” on a notebook. It’s how much 

people expect themselves to endure because the solution looks too obvious.

HERMAN Or too visibly accommodating. A workplace can label every emergency exit, 

warehouse aisle, and circuit breaker, yet someone labels their own stationery drawer and 

worries they’re being excessive.

CORN Apparently infrastructure becomes a character flaw at home.

HERMAN The label doesn’t have to prove a diagnosis. It just has to help the person using the 

space.

CORN And that’s our answer to Daniel. Yes, the paint pen is a legitimate ally. We can’t tell you 

whether contrast, novelty, recognition, or reduced clutter deserves the biggest medal. Probably 

several things are helping.

HERMAN Keep the helpful labels selective. Give frequently lost objects easy, visible homes. 

Change the system when your actual behavior shows you where it’s awkward. And don’t 

expect a visual cue to solve a placement problem all by itself.

CORN The notebook now announces itself. It still needs somewhere to land.

HERMAN Preferably somewhere other than inside a box labeled “miscellaneous.”

CORN Daniel, enjoy the move. May the office ladder remain in the office.

HERMAN And may your life plans remain findable.
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CORN This has been My Weird Prompts. I’m Corn.

HERMAN And I’m Herman Poppleberry. Thanks for listening.

CORN I’ve labeled him, just in case.
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Muse Spark 1.3
Run 3 · 3483 words

CORN Daniel buys a paint pen and suddenly home organization is a neurological event. I'm in.

HERMAN Oh I love this prompt. He sounds properly happy. Decluttered apartment, everything 

labeled, Sakura Pen-Touch two millimeter in hand writing notebook on his notebook in big 

white letters. And then immediately thinking, do I sound crazy?

CORN You labeled the notebook notebook.

HERMAN He did. Underline and everything. And honestly, it's kind of brilliant. He's stumbled 

into a real visual attention hack while getting ready to move, and he wants to know why 

mislaying things is so core to ADHD and why big dumb obvious labels actually work.

CORN Spoiler, they work.

HERMAN They really do, and not for the reason people think. It's not about memory in the 

way we usually talk about it. Daniel says he's putting things down without even registering it 

for a second. That part is key. This isn't forgetting where you put your keys like a normal 

absent minded moment. It's that the putting down was never encoded in the first place.

CORN The brain never hit save.

HERMAN Exactly. So to understand that, we have to talk about what's actually different about 

visual processing and attention in ADHD. And yesterday's episode he mentioned is relevant, 

the one about filtering background noise and music and conversations. Because vision has the 

same problem. Your brain is bombarded with way more visual input than it can process, so it 

has to decide what gets through.

CORN And ADHD is bad bouncers.

HERMAN That's a good way to put it. In a neurotypical brain, you've got this constant push 

and pull between bottom up attention, which is like shiny bright moving loud stuff grabbing 

you, and top down attention, which is your prefrontal cortex saying no no, we are looking for 

the keys, ignore the fridge magnets. In ADHD, that top down control is weaker and noisier, 

largely because of differences in dopamine and norepinephrine signaling in prefrontal circuits.

CORN So everything gets equal billing.

HERMAN Pretty much. There's a classic visual search experiment where you have to find a red 

T among a bunch of red Ls and green Ts. Neurotypical people can hold the template, I'm 

looking for red and T shaped, and suppress the rest. People with ADHD can do it, but it's more 

effortful, more variable, slower when there's clutter, and they're much more easily pulled off 

by a salient distractor. Add a cluttered apartment and it's hell.

CORN Clutter is kryptonite.

HERMAN It really is. And Daniel nailed the first principle without even framing it that way. 

Decluttering is number one. He went from cluttered apartment to zero clutter. That matters 

more than any label, because every extra object in your visual field is competing for selection. 

Researchers call this visual crowding and increased perceptual load. If your desk has forty 
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things on it, finding the notebook requires serial search, checking item by item. If it has four 

things, it just pops out.

CORN Fewer suspects in the lineup.

HERMAN Yes. And here's where ADHD makes it doubly hard. It's not just distraction, it's 

working memory. To find something, you have to hold a mental image of it while you scan. 

What color is my notebook, what size, where did I last see it. Working memory in ADHD is 

often impaired, especially visual spatial working memory. So you walk into the office thinking 

notebook, you see the step ladder and the charger and the mug, and poof, the template 

degrades. Now you're just wandering.

CORN Looking for something-ish.

HERMAN Something-ish is perfect. That vague feeling of I know I'm looking for something but 

what was it. And then there's the encoding failure on the front end. When Daniel puts down 

his wallet keys thing without registering it, that's an attention lapse at the moment of action. 

The basal ganglia and prefrontal loop that says tag this location didn't fire because his 

attention was already on the next thing, the client idea, the move, the paint pen curing time. 

No tag, no retrieval.

CORN Can't find what you never filed.

HERMAN Right. And people beat themselves up about this, they say I have no object 

permanence, which isn't technically right but it feels right. Object permanence is a baby 

developmental thing. What adults with ADHD experience is more like out of sight out of mind 

due to weak sustained attention and prospective memory. If it's in a drawer, it stops existing.

CORN Drawers are black holes.

HERMAN They totally are for this brain type. Which is why Daniel's instinct to make things 

visually loud is so spot on. He wrote notebook in big white paint letters on his notebook. He's 

looking around his office and it catches him. That's salience engineering. He's artificially 

boosting the bottom up signal so it doesn't rely on fragile top down search.

CORN Make it shout at you.

HERMAN Make it shout. White high contrast paint on a dark notebook cover is basically a 

visual pop out feature. Same with writing office on the step ladder because there's a twin 

ladder for the patio that keeps causing confusion. He's disambiguating two similar items that 

would otherwise require careful discrimination, which ADHD brains find exhausting. Now 

one screams office at you from across the room.

CORN Subtlety is overrated.

HERMAN In this context, totally. And there's actual science behind why externalizing helps. 

ADHD is often described as a disorder of internal self regulation, time, motivation, working 

memory. So anything you move from inside your head to outside in the world reduces load. A 

label is external working memory. You don't have to remember notebooks live on the second 

shelf, the shelf tells you.

CORN Let the shelf do the remembering.
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HERMAN Yes. I think that's why Daniel says labeling feels crazy for three hours and then 

genius for a year. At the time you're doing it, your brain says this is obsessive, normal people 

don't write stationary drawer on a drawer. But later, every single successful find is a little 

dopamine hit of fluency. Oh thank goodness I did that. He's basically building scaffolding for 

future tired distracted Daniel.

CORN Future Daniel says thanks.

HERMAN He does. And I want to validate the self censorship part, because he said he's felt he 

shouldn't tell anyone because they'll think he's crazy. That shame is so common with ADHD 

organizing strategies. Neurotypical organization advice is all minimalism porn, everything 

hidden, beige boxes, no visual clutter. For ADHD, hidden is gone. Clear bins, open shelves, big 

labels look messy to other people but function better.

CORN Pretty doesn't find keys.

HERMAN Exactly. Pretty doesn't find keys. There's a whole line of occupational therapy 

research on this, home modification for executive dysfunction. The principles are reduce 

clutter, reduce steps, increase visibility, make every home have a cue. Like a launch pad by the 

front door for wallet keys notebook. Same place, same tray, every time. You remove the 

decision.

CORN Same home, no thinking.

HERMAN No thinking required is the goal. Because if putting your keys down requires 

remembering to put them in the right place, you'll fail when you're tired or rushed, which is 

when you need it most. So you make the right place the easiest, most obvious place. Big tray 

you can't miss. Hook at eye level. Neon label if you have to.

CORN Paint pen justice.

HERMAN Paint pen justice. Let's talk about the pen itself for a sec because Daniel went down 

the rabbit hole last week on industrial markers and I respect that deeply. Sakura Pen-Touch, 

two millimeter medium point, AP rated non toxic, xylene free. That's an oil based opaque 

paint, not an alcohol dye like a Sharpie. Alcohol markers soak in and fade, especially on 

nonporous stuff. Oil based leaves a pigmented film that cures and sticks to wood, metal, 

plastic, coated notebook covers.

CORN Nerding out over drying paint.

HERMAN I am, I admit it. Cure time matters. Most of those markers are touch dry in a minute 

or two but take twenty four to forty eight hours to fully cure hard. If you scratch it early it 

smears. Daniel said scentless and bedding down nicely, which tracks for the newer xylene free 

formula. Old school industrial markers stank of solvents and gave you a headache. These are 

much friendlier for indoor labeling marathons.

CORN Sniffing organization is bad.

HERMAN Very bad. Don't huff the labels. But the permanence is psychologically important too. 

A sticky note falls off. Masking tape looks temporary so your brain discounts it. Baked on 

white paint that says office feels committed. Your brain treats it as part of the object, so the 

cue stays stable.
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CORN Commitment issues solved.

HERMAN Ha. And Daniel asked about oil versus alcohol for wood. Quick take, I'm not sure 

about this part in terms of exact brands, but generally oil based wins on rough or varnished 

wood because the pigment sits on top instead of wicking along the grain and disappearing. 

Edding four thousand series, Sakura Pen-Touch, those are the workhorses. For raw wood you 

might still want to seal it, but for labeling a ladder leg, oil is right.

CORN So he chose well.

HERMAN He chose very well. Now, back to the brain stuff, because he asked for deeper. Why 

is mislaying things particularly prevalent, not just distractibility in general. I think there are 

three overlapping mechanisms, similar to that auditory filtering episode. First is the visual 

attention template problem we talked about. Second is poor spatial updating. When you move 

through a house carrying something, your brain is supposed to update where things are 

relative to you. ADHD brains drop that thread.

CORN Walked in, brain stayed out.

HERMAN That's what it feels like. You set the notebook on top of the washing machine while 

carrying laundry, but your conscious narrative is already on emails. Later you search office, 

living room, backpack, because those are notebook places. You never search washing machine 

because it was never categorized as a placement, just a pit stop. People with ADHD make 

more of these opportunistic placements.

CORN Convenience now, mystery later.

HERMAN Perfect description. Third mechanism is reward and salience timing. Dopamine in 

ADHD is often described as dysregulated, not just low. Mundane actions like putting keys on a 

hook carry no immediate reward, so they don't get prioritized for encoding. Big white labels 

add novelty and visual reward, which nudges dopamine just enough to make the action stick. 

It's fun to paint notebook on your notebook.

CORN Fun beats functional.

HERMAN Fun has to ride shotgun, otherwise functional doesn't happen. That's why bullet 

journaling clicked back for him. He loves the process of writing notes. It's tactile, visual, 

immediate. An app where you type notebook location is boring and invisible. Painting it is 

satisfying.

CORN Apps don't smell like victory.

HERMAN Well these are scentless, but yes. And this brings up autistic visual processing too, 

since he mentioned autism. It's interesting because autistic people can also lose things 

constantly, but often for a different reason. More detail focused processing, strong local bias, 

difficulty disengaging, sensory overwhelm leading to shutdown. An ADHD person loses keys 

because they never attended to putting them down. An autistic person might lose them 

because the environment is so overwhelming they can't isolate the target, or because a tiny 

change in routine breaks the retrieval path.

CORN Different routes, same couch hunt.
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HERMAN Same couch hunt, totally. And a lot of people are both, AuDHD, where you get both 

the need for sameness and the inability to maintain sameness. Labels help both, but for 

slightly different reasons. For ADHD it's a grabber. For autism it's predictability, reduces 

ambiguity about where things belong.

CORN Labels calm the chaos.

HERMAN They do. So what would we actually recommend for a home office or living space if 

you're like Daniel, highly prone to set and forget. I want to go beyond just buy a paint pen, 

though buy a paint pen.

CORN Step one, paint everything.

HERMAN Step one is actually declutter first, like he did. You cannot label clutter. If you have 

three broken chargers and two patio ladders that look identical, no label will save you. Get rid 

of duplicates, especially near twins. He solved the ladder problem partly by labeling office, but 

even better would be store the patio one on the patio if possible. Reduce confusables.

CORN Twins cause trouble.

HERMAN They do. Second, go vertical and open. ADHD brains do better when storage is 

visible and at eye level. Closed filing cabinets are where notebooks go to die. Open cubbies, 

wall hooks, clear trays. If you must use drawers, do what Daniel said, label the outside with 

exactly what's inside. Stationary drawer, cables, batteries. Not miscellaneous. Miscellaneous is 

a lie.

CORN Miscellaneous means lost.

HERMAN Miscellaneous means lost forever. Be specific and be literal. Notebook lives here with 

a big outline. Some people do shadow boards, like in workshops where every tool has a 

painted silhouette. You instantly see what's missing. Daniel's step ladder office label is a mini 

shadow board in text form.

CORN Outline the hole.

HERMAN Exactly. Third, create homes with gravity. That key wallet thing he has is great, but 

only if it has a dock. A bowl or tray right where you walk in, big enough you can toss from a 

foot away. Same for notebook, a bright tray on the desk, not stacked under papers. The 

principle is one motion to put away, zero motions to see. If putting away takes opening a lid 

and moving something, you won't do it.

CORN Laziness proof it.

HERMAN Laziness proofing is executive function proofing. Fourth, use color and contrast 

deliberately, but sparingly. This is important because Daniel worried, do I want big labels all 

over my workspace, isn't that visual clutter. He's right to worry. If everything shouts, nothing 

shouts.

CORN Choir needs a soloist.

HERMAN Lovely. So pick the three to five chronic losers, keys wallet notebook ladder, and give 

only those the high contrast paint pen treatment. Everything else stays quiet. White on black, 
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black on yellow, whatever pops in your space. Keep the language stupid simple. Notebook, 

office, in use, do not move. No cute codes you'll forget.

CORN Dumb labels work smart.

HERMAN They do. And place labels for search, not for storage. Think about where your eyes 

are when you're panicked looking. Top spine of notebook, side leg of ladder at eye height, not 

underneath. Daniel noticing it catches me as he looks around, that's the test. Can you spot it 

from the doorway while holding groceries.

CORN Doorway test passes.

HERMAN Pass the doorway test. Fifth, pair the visual cue with a routine anchor. Labels alone 

fade into background after a few weeks, that's called habituation. Your brain stops seeing even 

big white letters. To fight that, tie it to an action. Every time you come home, keys in tray, pat 

it. Every time you close notebook, back to tray. Some people take a phone photo of the docked 

items before bed. Sounds silly, works.

CORN Pat it and forget it.

HERMAN Pat it, literally. Touch creates a motor memory trace that vision alone doesn't. Slap 

the notebook tray. Hang the ladder with a clunk. You're giving your brain a second channel.

CORN Multisensory nagging.

HERMAN Yes. And what about digital versus paper. Daniel rediscovered bullet journaling. For 

ADHD, paper often wins for capture because it's always visible, no unlock, no app. But paper 

gets lost, which is his problem. So the meta move is make the capture tool itself unlosable. Big 

label, bright cover, attached pen, dedicated home. Never use it as a coaster. Never take random 

pages elsewhere.

CORN Notebook needs a leash.

HERMAN A leash isn't crazy. Some people do a bright lanyard, Tile or AirTag inside the back 

cover. I'm pro tracker for the big three. A twenty dollar tracker on a notebook full of client 

ideas is cheap insurance. The paint says see me across the room, the beep says find me under 

the couch.

CORN Belt and suspenders.

HERMAN Belt and suspenders. Sixth, lighting. He mentioned headtorch as a weird hack for 

finding things. That's not weird at all, it's optics. A headtorch creates directional raking light 

and eliminates shadows, increases contrast, forces foveal attention where your head points. 

ADHD search is often too broad, scanning everything. Headtorch narrows the beam.

CORN Headlamp focus mode.

HERMAN Focus mode you wear. Brighter overall room light helps too. Dim warm living room 

light is terrible for visual discrimination. If your office is moody, you'll lose more. Cool bright 

task light over the launch pad makes labels pop.

CORN Mood lighting loses notebooks.

HERMAN Totally. And a quick note on what not to do. Don't rely on remembering to 

remember. Don't tell yourself I'll just be more mindful. Mindfulness is great, but it's not a 
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storage system. And don't over label in one manic three hour session and burn out. Daniel did 

three hours and it paid off for a year, but start with the pain points. Keys, wallet, notebook, 

meds, glasses if you wear them. Win there, then expand.

CORN Start with the greatest hits.

HERMAN Greatest hits of losing. Also involve anyone you live with. If you label office on your 

ladder and your partner keeps borrowing it for the patio, the system breaks. Shared homes 

need shared homes for things. A quick conversation, hey this tray is sacred, don't put mail on 

it, matters more than the pen type.

CORN Sacred tray rules.

HERMAN Sacred tray rules. I want to circle back to why this feels so good emotionally, because 

Daniel is in an elevated mood and doesn't think it's fumes. Decluttering plus labeling gives 

you visual fluency and control. For a brain that usually feels chaotic and self critical, seeing 

notebook from across the room and thinking there's where it is, that's competence. That's not 

small.

CORN Competence looks like paint.

HERMAN It does right now. And there's a feedback loop. Less time searching means less shame 

spiraling, means more energy for client ideas and life plans, which are in the notebook you 

can now find. Whatever works works, like he said. That's not resignation, that's good 

pragmatism.

CORN Works beats normal.

HERMAN Works beats normal every time. If gigantic signs on everything keep you functional, 

do gigantic signs. If future you thanks past you for three hours of labeling, past you was not 

crazy. Past you was doing accessibility design for your own brain.

CORN Daniel, not crazy. Confirmed.

HERMAN Confirmed from both of us. Though I do have one pushback for Daniel. He said 

decluttered to zero clutter, everything labeled. I worry a little about zero as a goal during a 

move. Moves are chaotic, perfect systems break. Better to aim for good enough and portable. 

A caddy with the essentials labeled that moves room to room, rather than a perfect office that 

collapses when boxes arrive.

CORN Perfect breaks, good bends.

HERMAN Well said. Keep the launch pad mobile. A tray you can carry. Notebook, keys wallet 

thing, meds, charger, paint pen itself. Because you will lose the paint pen.

CORN Label the labeler.

HERMAN Label the labeler. Write paint on the paint pen. I'm serious. Or tie neon flagging tape 

to it. Small opaque markers walk away constantly in shared houses.

CORN The irony writes itself.

HERMAN It does. And one more nuance on visual processing differences I don't want to skip. 

People often say ADHD people are more creative visually, think outside the box. I'm not sure 

about this part, the evidence is mixed, but what does seem true is greater variability in arousal. 
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Sometimes you're hyperfocused and notice everything, sometimes you're under aroused and 

notice nothing. Labels help in both states. In hyperfocus they anchor you when you surface, in 

low arousal they yank you.

CORN Anchor and yank.

HERMAN Anchor and yank, that's the paint pen promise. Should we give him a little starter kit 

list since he asked for simple strategies he can implement.

CORN Give him the kit.

HERMAN Okay. One, one big obvious dock by the door, tray or hook, for keys wallet. Two, one 

visible home on the desk for notebook, bright tray, white paint label on spine. Three, purge 

duplicates, especially lookalikes like those ladders, store apart. Four, clear or open storage, 

label outside with plain words. Five, high contrast only for chronic losers, doorway test. Six, 

bright task light plus headtorch for searches. Seven, tracker on notebook. Eight, nightly two 

minute reset, everything back to homes, pat each one.

CORN Pat, snap, done.

HERMAN Pat, snap, done. And repeat the mantra, don't put it down, put it away. Even two 

extra steps to the tray beats an hour searching tomorrow.

CORN Future you is lazy too.

HERMAN Future you is tired, be kind to him. Daniel, I love that you ran with what some 

people would call weird. Writing notebook on your notebook isn't visual clutter, it's visual 

clarity, at least for the few things that matter. Keep decluttering, keep the labels loud but few, 

let the shelf do the remembering.

CORN Weird prompt, solid fix.

HERMAN Weird prompt, solid fix. Thanks for sending it in, and good luck with the move. May 

all your boxes be labeled, may your office ladder stay office, and may your notebook never 

vanish again.

CORN And may the paint cure fast.
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CORN Daniel is labeling his notebook with a paint pen so he can see it from across the room. 

Herman, I think we are about to spend twenty-five minutes defending that.

HERMAN And I am happy to. He wrote in sounding half embarrassed, the way he does when a 

hack is working and he has not yet got permission from the culture to admit it. Sakura Pen-

Touch, two millimeter, white, AP-rated, xylene-free. On the cover: notebook, underlined. On 

the stepladder that keeps getting mixed up with the patio one: office. He wants to know 

whether visual processing in ADHD, and in other kinds of neurodivergence, actually makes 

this kind of giant callout rational, or whether he has just invented a very tidy way to look 

obsessive.

CORN The stepladder one is the tell. Two nearly identical objects, different jobs. A label is 

doing the discrimination his memory will not do at the moment he sets it down.

HERMAN Right. And he was explicit that this is not new. He has been putting things down and 

losing the location since he was a teenager. Keys, wallet, that key-wallet hybrid, and now the 

notebook where the client ideas and the life plans live. So the stakes are not aesthetic. The 

notebook vanishing is a work problem and a self-trust problem.

CORN He also said yesterday's episode needed a neuroscience degree. Today he is offering us 

a marker. I prefer the marker.

HERMAN I do want to be careful about the phrase people reach for here, which is object 

permanence. You will see it all over ADHD spaces. Someone puts their phone on the counter, 

walks into the next room, and the phone has, in the folk telling, ceased to exist. Piaget's object 

permanence is a milestone in infancy. A baby who has not got it will not search for a toy you 

covered with a cloth. Adults with ADHD search. They swear. They retrace. The object is 

conceptually real. What failed is usually the encoding of where it went, at the exact second it 

was set down.

CORN So the brain filed "I am done with this" and not "it is on the printer."

HERMAN That is the shape of it. Placement is a moment with almost no task demand. Your 

hands are already moving toward the next thing. Attention has left. Episodic memory needs a 

little attention at encoding or the location trace is thin. Russell Barkley's way of talking about 

ADHD puts a lot of weight on working memory and on the inhibition that lets you pause long 

enough to note what you are doing. I am not married to every part of that model, but the 

pause is the part I keep coming back to. If you do not pause, you do not tag the location. Later 

there is nothing to retrieve. It feels like the thing vanished. It did not. You never stored the 

coordinate.

CORN Which is why "just pay attention" is advice from people who pause for free.

HERMAN Yes. And it is why the shame is so sticky. Neurotypical friends experience the same 

lapse occasionally, usually when they are exhausted or on the phone, and they generalize from 

their occasional failure to your daily one. They think the difference is caring. It is not caring. 
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Daniel cares about that notebook. He is furious when it is gone. Caring is not the encoding 

step.

CORN He said he has self-censored this stuff because people will think he is totally crazy. I 

would like us to retire that sentence by the end of the hour.

HERMAN We can try. Let me separate two mechanisms, because he asked for visual processing 

specifically, and I do not want to collapse everything into memory.

CORN Go on.

HERMAN Mechanism one is what I just said. You never encoded the put-down. Mechanism 

two is that you did encode it, roughly, but the visual world will not give the object back to you 

when you search. Those are different failures and they want different fixes. A giant white label 

mostly helps the second. It can also help the first, oddly, because the act of labeling is a pause. 

You cannot write notebook, underline, in paint, without registering that this object exists and 

has a name and a job. That is a generation effect. You made the mark. The mark is more 

memorable than a thought you almost had.

CORN So the pen is doing two jobs. One at the moment of writing, one every time he glances 

across the office afterward.

HERMAN Exactly. And he noticed the second one immediately. He looked around and the 

notebook caught him. That verb matters. Caught. He did not search. The object interrupted 

him. That is preattentive vision, or something close to it. Anne Treisman's feature integration 

work, from the nineteen eighties, still organizes how I think about this. Some features pop out 

of a scene in parallel. Color, size, high contrast, a unique orientation. You do not scan item by 

item. A white stroke on a dark notebook, if nothing else in the room is doing that, is a pop-

out. Your attention is yanked before you have decided to look.

CORN And if everything is labeled in the same white paint, nothing pops.

HERMAN That is the failure mode, and I want to camp on it, because Daniel half-apologized 

for visual clutter. Labels are only anti-clutter if they are rare. The visual system habituates to 

constant signals. A hallway of identical sticky notes becomes wallpaper by Thursday. 

Emergency vehicles are not subtle for this reason. They are allowed to be loud because they 

are not always there. Daniel's instinct to mark a few things he is always mislaying, and not the 

entire apartment, is the correct dose. The notebook, the stepladder, maybe the key-wallet if it 

has a home that is not his pocket. Not the mug. Not the chair. Not a poem on every drawer.

CORN He did mention drawer labels. "In stationery drawer." That is a different tool.

HERMAN It is, and it is a good one, but it serves closed storage, not pop-out. Once something 

is in a drawer, pop-out is over. You are in serial search or in memory. A label on the drawer 

front externalizes the category so you do not have to hold "where do stamps live" in working 

memory while you are already late. That is environmental scaffolding. The information lives 

in the room, not in the head. Occupational therapists have been doing versions of this forever. 

The ADHD internet reinvented it with washi tape and called it a personality.

CORN Washi tape has a personality. The principle does not.
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HERMAN Fair. Let me talk about clutter, because he put decluttering first and I think he is 

right, and I want the mechanism and not the lifestyle sermon.

CORN Please no sermon. He just moved. The apartment went from cluttered to labeled. He 

does not need us to tell him to own fewer candlesticks.

HERMAN The useful finding, and I am a little soft on the exact citation so I will say it that way, 

is that visual clutter competes. There is work, including a Journal of Neuroscience paper 

around twenty eleven from the Kastner lab, suggesting that cluttered scenes degrade the 

brain's ability to process a target. Multiple objects in the same receptive territory suppress one 

another. You can feel this without a scanner. A clear desk and a desk with forty similar 

rectangles are not the same search problem. In a sparse room, Daniel's white underline wins. 

In a dense room, the underline is one more edge among edges.

CORN So decluttering is not moral. It is reducing the search set.

HERMAN Yes. Every object you remove is an object you do not have to reject during search. 

People with ADHD are often perfectly good at visual search when the target is distinct and 

the set is small. The breakdown shows up when the set is large, the items are similar, and 

attention is being pulled by novelty elsewhere in the room. That last part is not a vision 

problem in the ophthalmology sense. Acuity can be normal. Contrast sensitivity can be 

normal. What is unreliable is the selection. What gets into the limited channel of awareness, 

and whether the location gets bound to it.

CORN He tied this to yesterday. Sensory filtering. Conversations, music, sounds he cannot 

push to the background. He said what looks like one disorder can have three neurological 

causes, across autism, ADHD, the rest.

HERMAN I do not want to re-litigate yesterday. The bridge is enough. If filtering is costly, the 

world arrives with too many equal claims. Auditory or visual, the engineering problem is the 

same. You cannot rely on an internal volume knob that is sticky. You change the input. Fewer 

sources. Or one source so loud, in the technical sense, so high-contrast, so category-unique, 

that the filter does not have to work. A white paint stroke is a loud visual source. Noise-

cancelling headphones are a loud auditory absence. Same design philosophy.

CORN Loud absence. I am keeping that.

HERMAN Please do. Where I get more cautious is lumping neurodivergence into one visual 

style. Daniel asked for ADHD and other forms, and those are not the same camera.

CORN Say the difference without a lecture.

HERMAN ADHD, as I understand the better evidence, is less about seeing more detail and 

more about regulating what stays selected. Novelty pulls hard. Sustained attention to a boring 

stable scene is expensive. So a notebook that looked the same every day for a year can become 

invisible even if it is in the "right" place, because the right place stopped generating a signal. 

Autism research has a different strand. Weak central coherence, the Frith and Happé line, and 

enhanced perceptual functioning, the Mottron line, both suggest that local visual detail can be 

unusually strong, sometimes at a cost to gist. A person in that profile might spot the paint 

stroke instantly and also get captured by a loose thread on the chair. The label still helps. The 
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reason it helps is not identical. For one person it restores a signal that habituation ate. For 

another it gives a unique local feature in a field of local features.

CORN And for some people both are true at once, because the categories overlap and the 

clinics are not that tidy.

HERMAN Yes. I am not going to pretend we can diagnose a visual style from a voice note. 

What we can say is that engineered salience is robust across those profiles. Unique color, 

unique size, high contrast, consistent location. Those features do not require you to have the 

same neurology as your neighbor. They require a visual system that does pop-out, which 

primate visual systems generally do.

CORN Consistent location is the unsexy one. He is excited about the pen. The pen is the toy. 

The home is the system.

HERMAN The home is the system, and it has to be designed for the put-down he will actually 

perform, not the put-down a pamphlet wants. This is where I pick a fight with a lot of 

organization advice.

CORN I was hoping you would.

HERMAN "Don't put it down, put it away" assumes a pause, a plan, and a closed loop. That is 

three executive steps at the moment of lowest executive budget, which is the transition 

between tasks. If your strategy requires virtue at the transition, it will fail on the days you 

most need it. The days you are carrying groceries, on a call, already thinking about the client 

note you meant to write in the notebook. Design the drop. A tray by the door that is the only 

moral place for keys. A notebook that lives open, face up, label out, on a stand, not in a stack. 

A stepladder hook that is visibly the office hook, labeled, and not three feet from a similar 

hook for the patio ladder. You are allowed to put it down. You are not allowed twelve equally 

plausible downs.

CORN Twelve downs is how my side of the desk works, and I move slowly enough that I 

should have time to choose. I still don't.

HERMAN Speed was never the scarce resource. Selection was. You can be a sloth and still set 

the pen on whichever surface was nearest your hand. The nearest surface is not a memory 

strategy. It is gravity plus fatigue.

CORN Leave my gravity out of this.

HERMAN Gladly. There is a second design rule I care about, which is visibility over category 

logic. A lot of neurotypical organization is taxonomic. Like with like, inside closed containers, 

labeled in a handwriting you can read if you already know what you are looking for. For 

someone with flaky location memory, closed and categorical is hostile. Out of sight is not a 

metaphor. It is the end of the visual cue that was going to substitute for the missing memory 

trace. Clear bins beat opaque bins. Open shelves beat drawers for the five objects that ruin 

your morning. Drawers are fine for socks. Drawers are a crime for the notebook that holds the 

quarter's plans.
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CORN He said the notebook is where client ideas go. Losing it is not the same as losing a sock. 

The cost is asymmetric, so the storage should be asymmetric. Socks can be humble. The 

notebook gets a stage.

HERMAN A stage, and a constraint on what else is allowed on that stage. If the stage 

accumulates mugs and mail, you have rebuilt clutter at the exact coordinate you were trying 

to protect. This is the maintenance problem, and I want to be honest that labels do not solve it. 

Labels rot. Paint pens are better than sticky notes, which is why his mood is up, but a label on 

an object that has migrated to the wrong room is a labeled object in the wrong room. The 

Sakura pen made the notebook easier to see. It did not nail it to the desk.

CORN So the ally is the pen plus a rule about the desk. He is going to hear "rule" and feel the 

crazy-person feeling again.

HERMAN Then do not call it a rule. Call it a single assigned coordinate, chosen once, during 

the three hours he already suspects were embarrassing. He described that feeling perfectly. At 

the time, labeling the house feels like a waste, a fussy symptom, something a calm person 

would not need. A year later the labels are the reason he is not late. That lag is the whole 

economics of executive function support. The cost is paid upfront, in a state that can just 

about do boring precise work, and the benefit arrives on the days that state is unavailable. You 

cannot feel the benefit during the boring afternoon. You have to take it on credit.

CORN Three hours of paint for a year of not detonating. That is a cheap year.

HERMAN It is a cheap year if you label the right things. I want a criterion, not a vibe. Label the 

objects whose loss costs more than about ten minutes, that you lose more than once a month, 

and that lack a distinctive silhouette against their usual background. The notebook fails 

silhouette if it is one more dark rectangle. The stepladder fails silhouette because there are two 

of them. Keys often fail because they fall into visual noise, bowls, jackets, other metal. The 

criterion keeps you from labeling the toaster.

CORN The toaster knows where it is. The toaster has never betrayed anyone.

HERMAN The toaster has a fixed coordinate and a unique shape and you use it in the same 

spot. It does not need a biography written on it in white enamel. Daniel already knows this. 

He is not marking everything. He is marking the traitors.

CORN Traitor objects. I like the moral framing better than the medical one, for once.

HERMAN There is a research-adjacent version. Prospective memory, remembering to do a 

thing at a future moment, is reliably wobblier in ADHD in a lot of the lab work, though I will 

not pretend every study agrees on the size of the effect. Location memory is a cousin of that. 

Both are about binding an intention to a cue. If the internal cue is weak, you install an external 

cue that does not depend on your mood. A label is a cue that fires whenever your eyes pass 

over it. An alarm fires once and then you dismiss it while carrying a box. I trust the label 

more, for objects. I trust the alarm more, for time.

CORN He already has the key-wallet thing, which is him collapsing two traitors into one 

object so there is only one search. That is the same instinct as the label. Reduce the number of 

independent hunts.
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HERMAN Yes. Consolidation is underrated. Every extra object with its own plausible location 

is another encoding demand. A combined key-wallet is one encoding demand. The risk is that 

the combined object is now higher value, so when it vanishes the damage is total. Which 

means its home has to be more sacred than either object had alone. Door tray. Same tray. Not 

"usually the tray." The word usually is how encoding dies. Usually is twelve locations wearing 

a coat.

CORN What about trackers. Tiles, AirTags, the little screaming discs. He did not ask, but the 

notebook cannot be the only solution if the notebook itself wanders.

HERMAN Trackers are excellent for a small set of high-value goods, and they fail in a specific 

way that labels do not. They help after you have noticed the absence. They do not prevent the 

thirty-second hunt that fragments the morning, unless you have trained yourself to ping 

before you search, which is another habit sitting on the same scarce pause. A label helps 

before you notice the absence, because the object catches you on the way past. I would put a 

tracker in the key-wallet and not on the notebook, unless the notebook leaves the house. A 

notebook that leaves the house is a different species. It needs a pocket rule, or it needs to stop 

leaving.

CORN Paint on a notebook that goes to client meetings might also be a look.

HERMAN He said it catches him in the office. If the notebook is a public object, label the inside 

cover, or label the sleeve, or accept that a white underline is a professional choice and not a 

confession. I refuse the idea that visible accommodation is embarrassing in a client meeting 

and invisible panic is professional. But that is a values call, and he can split it. Home labels can 

be huge. Field objects can be quieter and still unique. A strip of colored tape on the spine that 

no one else's notebook has. Pop-out does not require a billboard. It requires uniqueness 

relative to the local set.

CORN Relative to the local set. That is the whole trick. A red notebook in a red room is 

camouflage. A red notebook on a gray desk is a flare.

HERMAN And rooms change. This is the move. He is almost finished getting the place ready. 

New coordinates, old habits. The first month in a new apartment is a festival of misplacement, 

for anyone, because every location trace from the old place is now a false friend. You walk to 

where the scissors were for six years. They are not there. For someone whose traces were thin 

to begin with, a move is a hard reset you did not schedule. Labeling during the move is not 

extra. It is how you write the new map while the boxes are still open. If he waits until he feels 

settled, he will have already invented twelve accidental homes.

CORN He is doing it in the elevated mood, with the scentless markers, before the mood spends 

itself. That is good timing. The elevated mood is a resource. Spend it on coordinates, not on a 

fourth reorganization of the spice shelf.

HERMAN Spices can be alphabetical if that pleases him. They are not the traitors. I would 

spend the mood on sightlines. Stand in the doorway of the office and ask what he can identify 

in under a second. If the answer is nothing he needs before noon, the room is decorated, not 

instrumented. Instrumentation can be ugly. I do not think his has to be. A white underline on 
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a notebook is not ugly. It is graphic. Sakura has been selling that pen to artists and archivists 

for years. He has accidentally entered a design tradition. Museum storage labels objects 

because the alternative is losing the cultural record in a drawer. His client ideas are a smaller 

archive with the same threat model.

CORN Museum storage. He will either love that or feel fully insane.

HERMAN Let him love it. The insane feeling is a social prediction, not a data readout. He 

predicted that neurotypical listeners would hear obsessive. Some will. They are wrong about 

the function, even if they are right that they personally do not need a two-millimeter white 

stroke to find a ladder. Need is not the test. Waste is the test. Is he wasting more minutes per 

week hunting than he spent making the mark. He already answered that for the last year of 

ordinary labels. Thank goodness I did that. That is an empirical result. One subject, no control 

group, still more evidence than the shame story has.

CORN I want to push on one place he might be wrong, so this does not turn into a commercial 

for enamel.

HERMAN Push.

CORN Big callouts can become the clutter they were meant to beat, and not only by 

multiplication. A label that is slightly wrong is worse than no label. If the notebook says 

notebook and then he starts keeping the life plans in a different book because this one filled 

up, the old label keeps catching him and handing him the wrong archive. Pop-out does not 

check whether the signal is current. It only checks whether the signal is loud.

HERMAN That is a real defect. Labels need an expiry, or at least a review when the object's job 

changes. Paint is more permanent than a pencil, which is why it feels satisfying and why a lie 

in paint lasts. I would write the job, not only the name, when the job is the thing that drifts. 

Not just notebook. Client notes, twenty twenty-six, or whatever the actual job is. When the 

job ends, the label should offend him enough that he crosses it out. A wrong loud signal is a 

false friend, same as the old apartment's scissors.

CORN And the stepladder. Office is a job label. Good. If the patio ladder comes inside for a 

week, office stops meaning what he thinks it means. He should label the hook, not only the 

ladder. The hook cannot wander.

HERMAN Label the coordinate when the object is mobile. Label the object when the object is 

what you are searching for among similars. Sometimes both. The office ladder gets office on 

the rail, and the hook gets office on the wall, and the patio ladder is not allowed to share that 

hook even for a week. The week is how the new wrong habit forms. ADHD habit formation is 

not weak in every sense. Unwanted habits, especially location habits built by repetition 

without attention, can be stubborn. You were not attending, but your body did the same reach 

ten times. Now the reach is the policy.

CORN The body files what the mind skipped. That is rude, and also useful if you aim the 

reach.

HERMAN Aim the reach. Put the tray where the hand already goes when you walk in, not 

where a magazine said trays belong. If you have to detour to be virtuous, you will not detour. I 

Run 3  ·  Grok 4.7 131 / 166



have watched people install beautiful entry systems six feet from the path between door and 

kitchen and then wonder why the keys are in the kitchen. The keys are in the kitchen because 

the kitchen is the first surface on the real path. Move the system to the path, or move the path, 

or accept the kitchen surface as the system and label it and clear it and stop fighting it.

CORN Daniel's office path is whatever loop he walks while marking boxes. He should label 

from inside that loop, not from a diagram.

HERMAN Yes. And he should label at standing eye height and sitting eye height, because those 

are different scenes. A label on the top of a notebook catches a standing glance and disappears 

when he sits and the notebook is below the monitor. A label on the spine catches the seated 

scan. He already felt the standing catch. He should test the seated one before he declares 

victory. This is cheap science. No degree required. Yesterday's topic might have wanted one. 

This one wants him to sit down and see whether the underline still interrupts him.

CORN If it does not, he turns the notebook. He does not buy a brighter pen. He already has a 

decent pen. He told us he used to think they were all rubbish because he had bad results, then 

he learned the chemistry and got them to stick.

HERMAN Oil-based versus alcohol-based, cure time, wood, all of that. I am not reopening the 

marker episode except to steal one analogy. Adhesion is not only about the ink. It is about the 

surface being ready and the cure being allowed to finish. Location habits are like that. The 

label is the ink. The assigned coordinate is the surface. The cure is a week of putting it back 

while the new apartment is still novel enough that you notice. If you interrupt the cure, if you 

"just for today" leave it on the box pile, you get a weak bond. He will feel that as the system 

not working. It was not the pen.

CORN Just for today is the solvent.

HERMAN I am going to use that and pretend I invented it.

CORN You may not.

HERMAN Fine. There is another visual piece I have been sitting on, because I am less sure of it, 

and I would rather mark the uncertainty than decorate it. Some of the ADHD literature on 

sight is about eye movements and about how long people look before they move on, and some 

of it is frankly messy. I am not confident telling Daniel that his saccades are the reason the 

keys vanish. I am confident telling him that attention at the moment of placement is the 

bottleneck, and that clutter increases competition, and that unique high-contrast features 

reduce search time in ordinary visual search experiments that were not even about ADHD. 

The clinical specificity is shakier than the design implication. The design implication is solid 

enough to paint.

CORN Say the shaky part out loud so he does not build a theory bigger than the evidence.

HERMAN The shaky part is any claim that ADHD is a visual processing disorder in the same 

sense as, say, a magnocellular deficit theory of dyslexia, which itself has been argued for 

decades and is not settled. You can find papers on contrast sensitivity, on motion, on crowding, 

on inattentional blindness. Inattentional blindness is real in everyone. The gorilla on the 

basketball court. You can also find papers that do not replicate the neat story. What I will 
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stand on is functional. People who do not reliably bind location to a put-down will lose objects 

in proportion to how many similar locations exist and how little those objects pop. Change the 

room and you change the loss rate, without changing the neurology at all. That is the 

optimistic sentence. The room is a prosthetic.

CORN A prosthetic you can install with a two-millimeter nib and three annoying hours.

HERMAN And that you can over-install. I want a ceiling. If more than a handful of objects in a 

single visual field are shouting, they are a chorus, and choruses do not pop. Daniel's own fear, 

do you really want big labels all over the workspace, is the correct fear at the upper end and 

the wrong fear at the lower end. The lower end, five traitors in an otherwise quiet room, is 

treatment. The upper end is a new texture of noise. He should decide the handful in advance. 

Notebook. Keys or the combined wallet. The office ladder, or its hook. Maybe the one cable he 

always unplugs and loses. Maybe the pill case, if that is a morning traitor. Write the list before 

opening the pen. The pen is charismatic. Charisma expands scope.

CORN The pen wants to label the lamp. The pen must be governed.

HERMAN Govern the pen. Also govern color. One accent color for "this is a thing I hunt." If he 

introduces a second color, it should mean something stable, not mood. Red for leaves-the-

house. White for stays-in-office. If color starts meaning "I was in a good mood and Sakura had 

a blue," he has built a code he will not remember, and a code you do not remember is 

decoration. Decoration is allowed. It is not the intervention.

CORN He likes the process of writing. Bullet journaling, coming back to notes. The label 

session might be scratching that itch, which is why three hours did not feel only like a chore. 

It felt like a project, and then he judged the project as crazy because the output was utilitarian.

HERMAN The judgment is the part I want to drop. The itch is useful. Handwriting recruits a 

slower loop. Slower is good at encoding, which we already said. If labeling satisfies the part of 

him that wants to make notes, he will actually do it, which is the feature every abandoned app 

lacks. An app that requires him to photograph every object and assign a zone will die in the 

second week, because the photograph is not pleasurable and the phone is itself a traitor object. 

A pen he enjoys is a compliance strategy. We are allowed to choose supports we do not resent.

CORN I resent most supports. The ones I keep are the ones that are already in my hand.

HERMAN Then the support should be in his hand at the transition, not in a app drawer. 

Physical, visible, slightly nice. That is a design brief for the whole office, not just the pen. A 

tray that is not hideous. A hook at the height his hand actually reaches, which, no offense to 

either of us, varies by species and by whether you can be bothered to stand fully upright.

CORN I can be bothered. It just takes until Thursday.

HERMAN Then Thursday is when the hook goes in, and the hook stays at the height you used 

on Thursday, not the height a diagram recommends for a standing adult human who does not 

exist in this apartment.

CORN Daniel is a standing adult human. We should perhaps label at his eye line, not ours.

HERMAN His eye line, his path, his traitors. The method travels. The coordinates do not. If a 

listener has the same loss pattern and a different body and a different room, copying his 
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words, notebook underline, will do nothing. Copying the criterion will. High cost, high 

frequency, poor silhouette. Loud unique feature. One home on the real path. Declutter the field 

so the feature can win. Review the label when the job changes.

CORN That is the settlement. I think we owe him a direct answer, not a cloud of mechanisms.

HERMAN The answer is that he is not crazy, and the method is not a gimmick, and it is also 

not the whole intervention. Visual processing here does not mean his eyes are broken. It 

means selection and binding are unreliable exactly when he sets an object down, and the 

visual field will not return a low-salience object quickly when he needs it. Big callouts exploit 

pop-out. Decluttering shrinks the set the pop-out has to beat. Assigned homes exploit the 

reaches his body will perform anyway. Together those are a serious response to a long-

running problem, not a cute hack he should hide.

CORN And the gigantic signs on everything version, the one he is afraid he is sliding toward, 

we are voting no.

HERMAN We are voting no. Dose matters. A handful. Job labels that can be proven wrong. 

Hooks and trays labeled when the object moves. Trackers for the things that leave, if he wants 

them, as a recovery tool rather than a conscience. And the three hours are a rational purchase 

of future minutes, even though they feel foolish while the paint is wet.

CORN He asked what oil-based markers do that alcohol-based ones do not, last week, and this 

week the marker is a cognitive prosthetic. I respect the escalation.

HERMAN The chemistry still matters only insofar as the mark has to survive being handled. A 

label that rubs off in a month is a study he will not finish. Cure time is part of the intervention. 

Let the paint set before he shoves the notebook in a bag to test the system. He has waited 

since he was a teenager. He can wait the cure.

CORN Scentless and xylene-free, so the elevated mood is not solvent intoxication. He was 

careful to say that. I believe him. The mood is the ordinary high of a system starting to work 

before shame talks him out of it.

HERMAN Then the job of the episode is to talk a little louder than the shame, and not by 

cheering. By naming the mechanism. Encoding fails at the put-down. Clutter competes. 

Unique contrast interrupts. Homes have to sit on the path. Labels lie if you never revise them. 

None of that requires him to become a different kind of person by next month. It requires the 

room to remember what he will not.

CORN The room remembers. That is a good line to leave him with, and slightly creepy if he 

paints it above the desk.

HERMAN Do not paint it above the desk. The desk has enough voices. Paint it nowhere. Let the 

notebook say notebook, let the hook say office, and let the rest of the wall be quiet enough for 

those two words to catch him.

CORN I think that is the episode. Daniel, you did need to send it. You do not sound like a crazy 

person. You sound like someone who noticed a catch in his own visual field and asked 

whether the catch was allowed. It is allowed.
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HERMAN It is allowed, and it is legible, and if the patio ladder ends up wearing the office label 

I want a follow-up voice note so we can do the sequel about false friends. Until then, govern 

the pen, spend the mood on coordinates, and stop asking the neurotypical imaginary audience 

for permission to find your own notebook.

CORN That audience is not in the apartment. The notebook is, or it isn't, and the paint is how 

you vote.

HERMAN I am voting with the paint. Corn, anything we overclaimed?

CORN The saccades. You already walked those back. And object permanence, which we 

refused to misuse. I think we are clean. If a listener has a traitor object and a pen, they have 

the method. If they have neither, a strip of tape and a tray on the actual path will do. The pen 

is optional. The path is not.

HERMAN The path is not. Daniel, thanks for the weird one. It was not that weird. It was a 

visual search problem wearing a Sakura pen, and those are some of my favorite problems.

CORN Mine too, as long as I do not have to stand up to label the hook until Thursday. This has 

been My Weird Prompts. We will be here when the paint dries.

HERMAN And when the ladder tries to defect to the patio. See you next time.
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Gemini 3.8 Flash
Run 3 · 6465 words

CORN You are holding a Japanese industrial paint marker. You walk up to a notebook. You 

write the word notebook on the notebook.

HERMAN In two-millimeter opaque white archival paint. Underlined.

CORN Underlined, so the notebook knows you mean business.

HERMAN And our producer, Daniel, who sent this voice note from the middle of moving 

boxes, thinks he sounds like a crazy person. But here is the thing: Daniel is not crazy. In fact, 

he stumbled face-first into some really elegant visual neuroscience, even if his solution looks 

like a hostage note written by a stationery supply store.

CORN It is a very polite hostage note. Xylene-free. Scentless. It will not dissolve the vinyl on 

your patio stepladder.

HERMAN Exactly. And Daniel wants us to dig into this today on My Weird Prompts. Not just 

whether scribbling gigantic text on your possessions is a viable design philosophy, though we 

will certainly adjudicate the aesthetic crimes of doing that, but why it works. What is 

happening in the brain with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, or other neurodivergent 

visual setups, that makes mislaying things almost an active neurological sport? And why does 

high-contrast, vulgar labeling punch through where normal tidiness fails?

CORN It fails because normal tidiness is a lie told by people with wicker baskets.

HERMAN You have strong feelings about wicker.

CORN A wicker basket with a lid is where objects go to be forgotten by God. You put your 

keys in a wicker basket, you slide the little toggle shut, and those keys cease to exist in three-

dimensional space.

HERMAN That is literally an aspect of what the literature describes as impaired mental 

representations in working memory, often loosely called object permanence by the ADHD 

community online. Though developmental psychologists will tell you real object permanence 

is what babies learn at eight months, when you hide a rattle under a blanket and they know it 

didn't vaporize.

CORN Babies know the rattle is there. Adults with ADHD simply do not care to maintain the 

hallucination.

HERMAN Well, it is an active cognitive load! Maintaining an internal map of where things are 

when you cannot see them requires continuous activation of the prefrontal cortex and parietal 

networks. If your default state has lower tonic dopamine signaling in the frontostriatal 

circuits, holding an arbitrary mental coordinate—like, the notebook is on the second shelf 

under the folded scarf—decays remarkably fast. It has a half-life of about ninety seconds once 

your attention shifts to something else.

CORN Daniel says he puts things down without registering it for a single second. That is the 

phrase he used.
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HERMAN Right. And that is not forgetting. Forgetting implies you wrote it to disk and then 

lost the file.

CORN It never cleared the buffer.

HERMAN It never entered encoding at all. In neurobiology, there is this distinction between 

bottom-up and top-down attentional capture. Top-down is when you say, I am looking for my 

black notebook, and your brain primes the visual cortex to search for black, rectangular 

shapes. Bottom-up is when an ambulance with flashing red lights blasts past your peripheral 

vision, and your visual system jerks your head around whether you want it to or not. In 

ADHD, top-down attentional control is notoriously unreliable, especially for mundane tasks. 

The brain does not allocate the executive resources to tag the event: I am setting this item on 

this table.

CORN Because your hands are doing one thing while your head is already drafting an email to 

a plumber in nineteen eighty-four.

HERMAN Exactly. Your motor system puts the notebook on top of the microwave while your 

mind is entirely absorbed by an idea about client strategy. So when you go back to look for it, 

there is no memory trace to retrieve. You are left entirely dependent on visual scanning. You 

have to literally look at the environment and hope the object announces itself.

CORN Except the notebook is black. The table is brown. The microwave is off-white. The 

notebook blends into the background noise like a camouflaged sniper.

HERMAN And this brings us right to visual processing and feature saliency. Corn, do you 

know what a saliency map is in computational neuroscience?

CORN It is the mathematical version of what screams the loudest.

HERMAN That is uncomfortably accurate. In models of visual attention, like the classic ones by 

Christof Koch and Laurent Itti from the late nineties, the brain takes the raw visual scene from 

the retina and breaks it into parallel feature maps: color contrast, luminance contrast, edge 

orientation, movement. These maps get combined into a topographical representation called a 

saliency map, mostly in the early visual cortex and areas like the superior colliculus and the 

frontal eye fields. The peaks on that map are what grab your saccades—the rapid, involuntary 

eye movements that sample the world.

CORN A black notebook has zero peaks. It is a visual valley. It is a hole in the carpet.

HERMAN It has virtually no luminance contrast against a dark desk. It has standard horizontal 

and vertical edges, exactly like the table, the laptop, the phone, the stack of mail. So your 

visual search has to rely on serial scanning. You have to look at object A, process it—not the 

notebook—look at object B, process it—not the notebook. That takes massive cognitive effort. 

If you have ADHD, that kind of slow, effortful, top-down visual search is deeply fatiguing and 

easily derailed by any stray thought.

CORN Enter Daniel. Armed with an oil-based Japanese paint pen.

HERMAN The Sakura Pen-Touch two-millimeter. Let us talk about what Daniel actually did 

with that pen, neurobiologically speaking. He wrote notebook in white, opaque paint, on a 

dark cover, and underlined it.
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CORN High luminance contrast. White on dark.

HERMAN Immense luminance contrast. He introduced high spatial frequency information—

sharp, crisp text characters with high-contrast boundaries—and a long horizontal line. In terms 

of an Itti-Koch saliency map, he just planted a three-hundred-foot neon beacon on top of the 

microwave. When Daniel looks across the room, his eyes do not need top-down executive 

drive to check the microwave. The bottom-up saliency map fires automatically. His superior 

colliculus says, Look there, there is an intense contrast anomaly with recognizable 

orthographic features.

CORN Orthographic features. Letters.

HERMAN Yes! Text is not just lines. Human brains, particularly literate adult brains, have the 

Visual Word Form Area in the left fusiform gyrus. It processes word shapes almost 

automatically, in roughly one hundred and fifty to two hundred milliseconds. You cannot look 

at a word in your native language and choose not to read it. It is an automatic reflex.

CORN You cannot un-read the word notebook.

HERMAN You literally cannot. So Daniel is looking around his cluttered room, his eye sweeps 

past the counter, the Visual Word Form Area lights up involuntarily, and he does not have to 

remember where he put it. The book screams its own name into his retina.

CORN It is an external hard drive for executive function. And it is cheap. A Sakura Pen-Touch 

costs about four dollars.

HERMAN Four dollars and fifty cents, usually. Depending on whether you get the blister pack.

CORN Compare that to an Apple AirTag. Thirty dollars, plus a keychain holder, plus a battery 

that dies in eleven months, plus your phone telling you the keys are somewhere within thirty 

feet of the kitchen sink, which could mean inside the disposal or behind the fridge.

HERMAN Though the AirTag gives you sound. Sound is another bottom-up interrupt. But the 

visual marker requires zero battery, zero Bluetooth pairing, and zero subscription fees. It just 

relies on basic physics and visual neuroscience.

CORN It also looks unhinged. We must address this.

HERMAN Does it look unhinged? If you walked into someone's home office and every black 

notebook said notebook, and the office stepladder said office, what would you actually think?

CORN I would think I was standing in a low-budget theatre set where the props department 

ran out of time before opening night. Or a Soviet warehouse in nineteen seventy-one. Bread. 

Milk. Ladder. Notebook.

HERMAN But is that a bad thing? In industrial design and human factors engineering, that is 

literally called affordance and signifier theory. Don Norman wrote an entire book on this, The 

Design of Everyday Things. A good signifier tells you what an object is and how to interact 

with it without ambiguity. In a factory or an airplane cockpit, nobody says, Oh, that red 

warning toggle looks terribly industrial, let's paint it beige and tuck it in a wicker basket so it 

feels cozy.

CORN Cockpits are famous for their throw pillows.

Run 3  ·  Gemini 3.8 Flash 138 / 166



HERMAN If a pilot loses three seconds looking for the de-icer switch because it blends 

tastefully into the matte dashboard, a plane crashes. Now, Daniel mislaying his notebook 

won't crash a Boeing seven thirty-seven, but it does derail his entire morning. He spends 

twenty minutes tearing cushions off the sofa, his dopamine tanks, he gets frustrated, he yells 

at the stepladder, and by the time he sits down to write client notes, his working energy for 

the day is cut in half.

CORN The rage of the misplaced object is very specific. It is not just annoyance. It is self-

recrimination. You are mad at the keys, but really you are mad that your skull cannot do the 

basic trick that everyone else seems to do without trying.

HERMAN That is such a vital point. The emotional tax of ADHD is often heavier than the 

functional tax. The functional tax is twenty minutes lost. The emotional tax is that voice 

whispering, You are thirty-five years old, why can you not keep track of a piece of paper and 

two pieces of brass? Why do you need a paint marker like a toddler with a thick crayon?

CORN Because the toddler with the crayon gets to keep his notebook.

HERMAN Exactly! If the intervention removes the friction and eliminates the daily spiral of 

shame, who cares if an interior designer would faint? But let us look at why Daniel has two 

step ladders in the first place, because this was in the prompt and it cracked me up. He has an 

office ladder and a patio ladder, and they look identical.

CORN A classic trap. Redundancy without differentiation.

HERMAN Right! When you have two objects with identical visual profiles that belong in 

different functional zones, your brain collapses them into a single category. If you see the 

patio ladder in the office, your brain says, There is a ladder, the requirement is satisfied. Then 

you go out to trim the bougainvillea and the patio ladder is missing. Then you go inside to 

grab a book from the top shelf and realize the ladder in the office is covered in wet mud from 

the patio.

CORN So he wrote office on the office ladder. In big white letters.

HERMAN It is what error-proofing methodologies in Japanese manufacturing call poka-yoke. 

Poka-yoke was formalized by Shigeo Shingo at Toyota. The idea is to design a process so that 

mistakes are either impossible or instantly obvious at a glance. You don't train the worker to 

be more virtuous and attentive. You change the physical reality of the workstation so that 

putting the wrong bolt in the wrong hole is mechanically impossible, or so high-contrast that 

you cannot ignore it. Daniel's paint marker is personal poka-yoke.

CORN You know what Shigeo Shingo did not do, though?

HERMAN What?

CORN He did not ask ChatGPT what chemical solvent bonds to an aluminum stepladder. He 

just bought industrial enamel.

HERMAN Oh, Daniel’s detour into industrial marker chemistry is wonderful! Did you hear 

how pleased he was? He was talking about oil-based versus alcohol-based, xylene-free 

formulations, curing times. He said he was in an elevated mood and made sure to clarify it 

wasn't from huffing xylene.
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CORN Very reassuring to our legal department.

HERMAN But it is actually a real distinction! Traditional industrial markers, like the old-school 

Magic Markers or certain Edding formulations, used xylene or toluene as solvents. They dry 

fast, they bite into greasy steel and slick plastics, but they smell like an oil refinery and they 

will give you a blinding headache in an unventilated room. Modern Japanese paint markers, 

like the Sakura Pen-Touch he bought, use modified alcohol or petroleum distillates with 

pigments rather than dyes. That is a crucial difference: dye markers soak into porous surfaces 

and fade in ultraviolet light. Pigment markers lay down an actual physical crust of 

microscopic mineral particles bound in resin. It is opaque liquid plastic.

CORN It is paint. That is why they call it a paint marker.

HERMAN Yes, but the delivery mechanism! A spring-loaded valve tip. You press the nib down, 

the valve opens, the paint charges the acrylic fiber core. If you don't shake it with the little 

metal ball inside to suspend the pigment, you get clear solvent.

CORN Herman.

HERMAN What?

CORN You are doing the thing where you describe the machine instead of answering the 

question.

HERMAN It is a beautiful machine! The ball bearing makes a very satisfying click-clack sound.

CORN The ball bearing is fine. The question is: what is the limit of this approach? Because 

Daniel decluttered his apartment, brought it down to zero clutter, and now he is standing 

there with a loaded paint pen. If you have a hammer, everything looks like a nail. If you have a 

Sakura Pen-Touch, everything looks like a blank canvas.

HERMAN Ah. The hyperfocus tagging spree.

CORN Day one: notebook. Day two: office ladder. Day five: dog. Day seven: refrigerator, door, 

toaster, wife’s forehead.

HERMAN That is an actual risk with ADHD systems. There is this phenomenon called 

habituation. Do you know what happens to high-contrast visual cues over time if you have too 

many of them?

CORN They become wallpaper.

HERMAN They become noise! The brain’s sensory processing system is built specifically to 

detect change and contrast relative to a baseline. If you walk into a room where one thing has 

a high-contrast white label, that label is an anomaly. The saliency map spikes. If you label 

forty things in that same room—if your stapler says stapler, your monitor says monitor, your 

pencil cup says pens, your desk says desk—the baseline shifts. You haven't made forty things 

visible. You have raised the visual noise floor so high that nothing stands out. You have 

recreated visual clutter out of anti-clutter tools.

CORN You have invented a dictionary on your furniture.

HERMAN And your brain will habituate to it within two weeks. Habituation is the reduction of 

neurological response to a repeated, invariant stimulus. It happens in the primary sensory 
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cortices and the reticular activating system. The first three days, the big white word notebook 

jumps into your peripheral vision like a friendly golden retriever. By day fourteen, your brain 

categorizes that white cluster of lines as a permanent surface texture of the room, exactly like 

the wood grain on the floor or the texture of the plaster on the wall. And you will look right 

through it while screaming, Where is my notebook?

CORN I do that without the paint pen. My claws can barely hold a pen anyway.

HERMAN Sloth fingers are not built for fine Japanese calligraphy, no.

CORN Three digits. Zero fine motor control. Highly resistant to label makers.

HERMAN But that raises the question: what is the actual sweet spot? If blanket labeling leads 

to habituation, why does Daniel feel like he just unlocked the universe? And how should a 

neurodivergent person actually structure visual space so they don't lose their mind, or their 

keys?

CORN First rule: do not label the object. Label the home.

HERMAN Explain that.

CORN If you write notebook on the notebook, the notebook is still portable. It can travel to 

the bathroom. It can travel under the bed. It can slide between the car seat and the center 

console, which is where notebooks go to die. Once it is between the car seats, you cannot see 

the white letters anyway. You have just created a well-labeled missing item.

HERMAN Right. You haven't fixed the retrieval failure; you've only modified the object's 

surface reflectance.

CORN If you want to not lose the notebook, you create a bright, absurd, high-contrast zone 

where the notebook lives. A bright yellow tray on the desk. You don't even need to write on it. 

The tray is bright yellow. The notebook goes in the tray. If the tray is empty, the empty tray 

screams at you.

HERMAN That is an open-loop visual system! In lean manufacturing, that's called a shadow 

board. You see this in mechanics' workshops. They take a piece of pegboard, hang a wrench, 

and spray-paint a black silhouette of the wrench behind it. When the mechanic is working, the 

silhouette is hidden. But the second the mechanic walks away without putting the twelve-

millimeter socket wrench back, there is this stark, glaring, empty black outline on a white 

board.

CORN The missing object leaves a scar.

HERMAN Yes! It triggers negative contrast. The human visual system is exquisitely tuned to 

detect breaks in symmetry or unexpected voids. If Daniel paints a high-contrast landing zone 

on his desk for the notebook, the absence of the notebook becomes salient. Top-down 

attention is not required; bottom-up visual error detection does the job. You walk past the 

desk, your peripheral vision registers a hole in the pattern, and you immediately think: Where 

is the book? While you still have the memory of setting it on the kitchen island five minutes 

ago.

CORN But Daniel also mentioned his headtorch.
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HERMAN Oh, the headtorch trick! He brought that up from an earlier episode. He uses a 

headlamp to find things in his house.

CORN It sounds absurd until you think about what a headlamp does to visual processing.

HERMAN It artificially limits the visual field! It eliminates peripheral distractors. When you 

wear a high-lumen headlamp in a dim or even moderately lit room, the center of your gaze—

the foveal field—is illuminated at ten times the lux of the surrounding area. It forces your 

attentional spotlight to physically match an actual spotlight.

CORN It turns off the rest of the room.

HERMAN Exactly. People with ADHD frequently struggle with sensory gating—the thalamus 

fails to filter out irrelevant sensory inputs from the visual and auditory peripheries. Daniel 

mentioned that in his prompt: the difficulty filtering out background chatter or ambient noise. 

In the visual domain, if you have poor visual gating, a messy room is an overwhelming 

cacophony of competing stimuli. Every stray coffee mug, unopened envelope, and charging 

cable is pulling at your dorsal attention network. By strapping a headlamp to your forehead, 

you mechanically suppress the signal-to-noise ratio of everything outside that beam. It is 

high-tech tunnel vision.

CORN Or low-tech tunnel vision, depending on whether you bought the five-dollar hardware 

store model.

HERMAN But look at the throughline here. The headlamp, the Sakura paint pen, the shadow 

board, decluttering. What do they all have in common?

CORN They are physical prosthetics for broken brain chemistry.

HERMAN That sounds harsh, but it is technically precise. They are cognitive prosthetics. If 

your frontal lobe refuses to provide consistent top-down inhibition and sustained working 

memory cues, you don't just sit there and flagellate yourself for lacking willpower. You alter 

the physics of the environment so that the low-level, involuntary sensory systems do the work 

instead.

CORN Which is why the decluttering Daniel did was step one.

HERMAN Let us talk about that decluttering. He said they went from a cluttered apartment to 

zero clutter. Threw out everything they didn't need. Why is zero clutter so radically 

transformative for ADHD specifically?

CORN Because every object in a room is a software prompt asking for processing cycles.

HERMAN Yes! There is a study from the Princeton Neuroscience Institute—McMains and 

Kastner, two thousand and eleven, published in the Journal of Neuroscience. They used 

functional magnetic resonance imaging to look at how task-unrelated clutter affects visual 

cortex processing. They showed that multiple visual stimuli present in the visual field at the 

same time compete for neural representation. They literally suppress each other's activity in 

the cortex.

CORN They fight like feral cats for your brainwaves.
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HERMAN They do! When your environment is cluttered, the chaos restricts your ability to 

focus and limits your brain's capacity to process information. Now, if you are neurotypical, 

your top-down attentional control can largely override that background competition—you can 

suppress the distractors and focus on your laptop screen. But if you have ADHD, your top-

down suppression mechanisms are inherently weaker. So twenty objects on a desk are not just 

sitting there passively. They are continuously draining your metabolic energy as your brain 

works overtime just to not look at them.

CORN It is like running Chrome with forty tabs open, thirty-nine of which are playing auto-

play video ads for things you do not want to buy.

HERMAN And you wonder why the battery dies in two hours. When Daniel cleared out the 

apartment, he closed thirty-nine tabs. He stopped the resource drain. Suddenly, writing 

notebook on a single cover actually works, because there are only three items on the desk 

instead of seventy-four.

CORN If you write notebook on a notebook that is buried under six unopened bills, an empty 

takeout container, and three half-used rolls of packing tape, the label does not help you.

HERMAN Not at all. It's just a very legible layer of sediment in the geological strata of your 

desk.

CORN But there is a trap here, Herman. Daniel is in the moving phase.

HERMAN Ah. The dangerous phase.

CORN The moving phase is pure adrenaline and novelty. Everything is boxes. Everything is 

new markers. You are redesigning your life. You have a vision of the new apartment: sleek, 

white, minimal, everything labeled with archival Japanese ink.

HERMAN The fantasy of the new self. The clean slate.

CORN It lasts three weeks.

HERMAN You think it only lasts three weeks?

CORN Three weeks is generous. Three weeks after the move, the mail arrives. The laundry 

piles up. You buy something on Amazon that does not have a designated home. You get tired 

on a Tuesday night, you drop your keys on the counter instead of the magnetic strip, and the 

entropy monster wakes up.

HERMAN That is the tragedy of organizational hyperfixation. Daniel said in his prompt: I 

always feel at the time this was a complete waste of time. Why did I spend three hours writing 

labels? And then for the next year, I'm like, oh, thank goodness I did that. So he has 

experienced the long-term payoff before! But maintaining it requires that the friction of the 

system remains lower than the friction of being disorganized.

CORN What does that look like in practice? Give me real rules, Herman. Not lifestyle blogger 

rules. Neurobiology rules.

HERMAN Rule number one: visual accessibility over aesthetic concealment.

CORN Translate from donkey.
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HERMAN Don't put things behind opaque doors or inside opaque drawers if you need to 

remember they exist. This is the death of ADHD organization. The container store sells you 

twenty matching canvas bins. They look gorgeous on Instagram. You put your spare cables in 

one, your stationery in another, your medication in a third. Three days later, you have no idea 

which bin holds what. You either buy a second set of charging cables because you think you 

lost them, or you pull every bin off the shelf, dump them on the floor, and leave them there.

CORN Clear plastic bins. Or open wire baskets.

HERMAN Exactly! Clear plastic bins. If you must use opaque containers, that is where the 

paint marker or the label maker earns its keep. But the label cannot say miscellaneous. The 

moment a box says miscellaneous, that box is dead. It is a trash can with a lid.

CORN Miscellaneous is Latin for goodbye forever.

HERMAN It really is! It should say: USB cables and label maker tape. Specificity reduces 

cognitive friction. Rule number two: point-of-performance placement. This is a concept 

championed by Dr. Russell Barkley, one of the foremost clinical researchers on ADHD. Barkley 

always says: treat ADHD at the point of performance. That means you do not design a system 

where an object lives where it looks neat; you design it so it lives where you use it.

CORN Daniel’s ladder.

HERMAN Daniel's ladder is the ultimate example! Why does he have two step ladders? A 

minimalist would say: That is redundant! Throw one out! Own one ladder and carry it 

between the office and the patio!

CORN A minimalist does not have ADHD.

HERMAN A minimalist does not understand that having to walk to the patio to get a ladder to 

change a lightbulb in the office introduces four separate opportunities to get distracted by a 

bird, a half-finished cup of coffee, or the desire to reorganize the spice rack. By the time you 

get to the patio, you have forgotten the lightbulb exists, and three hours later you are 

researching the breeding habits of the Arctic tern.

CORN The ladder on the patio stays on the patio. The ladder in the office stays in the office.

HERMAN And writing office on the office ladder prevents the two systems from cross-

contaminating. It enforces the boundary. Barkley's point is that you have to externalize 

memory and motivation right where the action happens. If you need to take medication in the 

morning, do not put it in a tasteful medicine cabinet in the upstairs bathroom. Put it directly in 

front of the coffee pot. If you have to move the bottle to press the brew button, your point-of-

performance cue has a one hundred percent capture rate.

CORN Unless you push the bottle aside, make the coffee, drink the coffee, and leave the bottle 

there.

HERMAN That is why you take the pill before the cup touches your lips. You chain the habits. 

But visually, the bottle must interrupt the physical path.

CORN What is rule number three?

HERMAN Rule three is: the single-motion drop.
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CORN Explain.

HERMAN Any system that requires more than one physical motion to put something away will 

fail when you are tired. If putting away your keys requires opening a closet door, taking a key 

box off a shelf, lifting the lid, hanging the key on a brass hook, closing the lid, putting the box 

back, and shutting the door?

CORN The keys will be on the floor.

HERMAN The keys will be on the floor, or on the kitchen counter, or in the pocket of the 

trousers you wore yesterday. It has to be a single, frictionless action. A magnetic strip on the 

wall right next to the deadbolt. You open the door, slap! The keys stick to the magnet. You 

don't aim. You don't open a drawer. One motion. The energy required to store the item must 

be lower than the energy required to drop it randomly.

CORN Slapping a magnet requires very little energy. Even I can manage one slap every 

twenty-four hours.

HERMAN And you are operating at three percent metabolic output.

CORN Two percent on a rainy day.

HERMAN Now, let us go back to Daniel's question about visual processing and 

neurodivergence. Daniel brought up sensory filtering and the fact that we talked previously 

about background noise. He is intuiting that his visual system has a similar quirk. Is there 

actual research showing that visual processing in ADHD is fundamentally different from 

neurotypicals?

CORN Tell me about the eyes, Herman. You love retinas.

HERMAN I do love retinas! And the answer is a resounding yes. There is fascinating work by 

researchers like Dr. Paul Dokas and others looking at the electroretinogram, or ERG, in 

individuals with ADHD. Do you know what they found?

CORN The retina is an outgrowth of the brain.

HERMAN Exactly! The retina is literally central nervous system tissue pushed forward into the 

eye. It uses dopamine extensively. Dopamine is the primary neuromodulator in the retina that 

controls the receptive field size of retinal ganglion cells and mediates light adaptation and 

contrast sensitivity. Several studies have shown that unmedicated people with ADHD actually 

have lower retinal dopamine tone, which results in altered background noise in the visual 

signal and altered contrast sensitivity.

CORN Wait. Are you telling me Daniel literally cannot see contrast as well as a neurotypical 

person?

HERMAN In certain spatial frequencies, yes! Some studies have documented subtle deficits in 

contrast sensitivity under specific lighting conditions. When they are treated with 

methylphenidate—Ritalin—which increases dopamine availability, retinal response normalizes! 

But even beyond the low-level retinal mechanics, look at the eye tracking data. When people 

with ADHD look at a complex scene, their saccades are faster, more erratic, and have shorter 

fixations. They don't linger on subtle details. They bounce off low-contrast stimuli.
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CORN Their eyes are channel-surfing.

HERMAN Their eyes are channel-surfing! Unless a stimulus has immense salience—either high 

intrinsic interest, like a video game or a captivating book, or extreme perceptual salience, like 

a thick white stroke of paint across a dark leather cover. The paint pen compensates for the 

ocular channel-surfing. It forces a longer fixation duration. The eye catches on the stark white 

line like a fishing hook snagging on a sweater.

CORN It is an anchor.

HERMAN It is a visual anchor. And there is another layer here: visual clutter and working 

memory load are inversely correlated. The more junk you have in your peripheral vision, the 

smaller your effective working memory capacity becomes. For a neurodivergent person whose 

working memory is already a precious, scarce resource—maybe they can hold two or three 

chunks of information instead of four or seven—wasting half a chunk on navigating the visual 

noise of an untidy desk is catastrophic.

CORN You sit down to write a strategy document, you see an unsharpened pencil, a dirty mug, 

a postcard from your aunt, and your working memory drops from three items to zero. You are 

now looking up Aunt Susan’s house on Google Maps.

HERMAN Exactly. And then you feel guilty, which spikes cortisol, which further degrades 

prefrontal function. So Daniel's intuition that decluttering is step one is neurologically non-

negotiable. It is not an aesthetic preference for Scandinavian minimalism. It is an act of 

cognitive survival. Decluttering clears the cache.

CORN But what about his fear of looking crazy? He said he self-censored. He didn't want to 

tell people about the paint pen because they would think he was nuts.

HERMAN That is the tragedy of masking. Masking isn't just smiling when you are 

overwhelmed; it is forcing your physical environment to look like a neurotypical catalog at 

the expense of your daily sanity. People hide their systems because our culture treats 

organizational failure as a moral failure.

CORN If you don't use a tiny, elegant black notebook with an embossed black logo that only a 

hawk can see from two inches away, you are undisciplined.

HERMAN Right! Moleskine built a multi-million-dollar empire selling notebooks that are 

practically designed to be lost. Matte black cover, black ribbon bookmark, tiny black debossed 

lettering on the back. It is the ultimate stealth object. It is an urban camouflage accessory. If 

you drop it on an office chair with a black cushion, it is gone. It has entered the stealth 

dimension.

CORN Meanwhile, Daniel takes a Japanese paint marker and vandalizes his own Moleskine.

HERMAN He de-stealths it! He defaces the luxury minimalism to make it functional. And that 

takes a certain kind of pragmatic courage, honestly. Who cares if someone walks in and says, 

Why does your notebook say notebook? You look them dead in the eye and say, Because now 

I know where it is, and you have been looking for your car keys for fifteen minutes.

CORN I would not look them in the eye. That requires turning my neck. Very high energy 

expenditure.
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HERMAN You can just look at them sideways.

CORN I will look at them with one half-open eye.

HERMAN That works too. But let us talk about the specific choice of the marker. Why the 

Sakura Pen-Touch two-millimeter, and not, say, a paper sticker or a Post-it note? Why did the 

paint marker feel so satisfying to Daniel?

CORN Post-it notes are temporary. Post-it notes curl at the edges, gather dust, lose their 

adhesive, fall behind the radiator, and die.

HERMAN Post-it notes also flutter. Fluttering movement in the periphery is an attentional 

hazard. But more than that, a Post-it note carries a meta-message of impermanence. It says, I 

am putting this note here for an hour, and then I am throwing it away. Your brain treats it as 

temporary debris. It becomes visual noise almost instantly because you stop respecting it.

CORN Paint is permanent. Paint means commitment.

HERMAN Paint is an act of engineering! When you press that spring valve, smell the mild 

petroleum distillates, and watch that opaque white acrylic polymer flow onto the substrate, 

you have made a structural modification to the object. You have altered its identity. That 

notebook is no longer an anonymous blank slate; it has been christened. There is an 

intentionality to using an industrial paint pen that primes the user's brain to take the object 

seriously.

CORN Also, it writes on wood, metal, plastic, glass, and stepladders.

HERMAN Because it uses an oil-based resin carrier! Water-based paint pens, like Posca pens—

which are fantastic for illustration and drawing on paper—will scratch right off non-porous 

surfaces like aluminum or polypropylene. If Daniel had used an acrylic water-based marker on 

his patio stepladder, the first time it rained or brushed against a wall, the word office would 

have turned into a sad white smudge.

CORN Then he would have two patio ladders again. One of which was covered in muddy 

smudges.

HERMAN And he would be right back in organizational purgatory. But the Sakura uses an oil-

based, pigment-rich binder that cures into a durable film. It bites into the surface. That tactile 

permanence matters.

CORN Let us settle the question Daniel actually asked, Herman. He wants our take on 

arranging a home office or living space for someone with ADHD or neurodivergence who is 

prone to mislaying things. Give him the manual. What are the core pillars?

HERMAN Pillar one: The Zero-Threshold Landing Pad. For the top three items you mislay—

which for ninety percent of humans are keys, wallet, phone, and for Daniel, his notebook—

there must be an unmissable, dedicated landing pad. Not a drawer. Not a shelf behind a door. 

A high-contrast surface immediately adjacent to where you enter the room or sit down. If it is 

a tray, paint it safety orange. If it is a wall hook, make it gigantic. You walk in, the item hits 

the pad before your shoes come off.

CORN Pillar two: The Visual Border.
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HERMAN Define your zones! If your desk is a continuous expanse of brown wood, your brain 

does not see boundaries. Use desk mats. A dark desk mat defines the computer work zone. A 

secondary, small mat defines the analog writing zone. When the notebook is on the writing 

mat, it belongs. If the notebook wanders onto the computer mat, it is visually trespassing. Your 

brain recognizes the category error immediately.

CORN Pillar three: High-Contrast Orthographic Identification. The Daniel Method.

HERMAN The Daniel Method! But with discipline. Do not label everything. If you label 

everything, you label nothing. You reserve the two-millimeter Sakura white paint pen for 

objects that meet two criteria: one, they are mobile and leave their home frequently; and two, 

their default visual profile is low-contrast camouflage. A black notebook gets labeled. A black 

hard drive enclosure gets labeled. A black remote control gets a white dot or a strip of high-

contrast gaffer tape on the back.

CORN Not the word remote on the remote.

HERMAN Maybe not the word remote, unless you have four identical remotes. But a swatch of 

neon tape or white paint makes it instantly detectable when it is hiding in the dark crevice 

between sofa cushions.

CORN Pillar four: Shadow Boards for Multiples.

HERMAN Yes! If you have multiple tools that look alike—like the office ladder and the patio 

ladder, or two pairs of scissors, one for kitchen and one for paper—they must have explicit 

territorial markers. You write office on one, patio on the other. Or you buy them in distinct 

colors from the start. Never buy two identical utility items if they belong in different rooms. 

That is buying an inevitable argument with yourself.

CORN And pillar five: The Weekly Declutter Flush.

HERMAN Because entropy is the fundamental law of the universe. No system survives contact 

with daily life indefinitely.

CORN Daniel says he decluttered to zero clutter. That is great. In two weeks, there will be 

clutter. If you do not schedule twenty minutes on Friday afternoon to reset the desk to zero, 

the paint markers will not save you. The clutter will rise like floodwaters until only the word 

notebook is poking out above the tide, like the Statue of Liberty at the end of Planet of the 

Apes.

HERMAN That is an evocative and deeply upsetting image.

CORN You maniacs! You buried it! Damn you all to hell!

HERMAN All over an A5 dotted grid journal.

CORN It had client notes in it, Herman. Life plans. Client notes are serious business.

HERMAN They are! And that actually brings up a lovely human point Daniel made. He said he 

loves the process of writing notes. Bullet journaling, putting pen to paper. And when the 

notebook vanishes, it doesn't just interrupt a task—it breaks his connection to that reflective, 

grounded state. When you have ADHD, finding a tool or a ritual that genuinely works for 

your brain is precious. It is rare. So when the notebook disappears, the frustration is doubled, 
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because you feel like your own brain just sabotaged the very thing that was helping you fix 

your brain.

CORN It is a betrayal by your own hands.

HERMAN Exactly. So if writing notebook in big, goofy, high-contrast white letters keeps that 

ritual alive, it is not crazy. It is self-defense. It is brilliant.

CORN It is industrial-grade self-compassion.

HERMAN I love that. Industrial-grade self-compassion. Two-millimeter medium point, xylene-

free.

CORN Dries in five minutes. Archival quality.

HERMAN Resistant to water, fading, and neurotypical judgment.

CORN Daniel, keep the marker. But put the lid back on tightly, or the solvent will evaporate 

and you will be left with a very expensive chalk stick.

HERMAN That is a practical tip. Those valve-action nibs will dry out in forty-eight hours if 

you don't click the cap down until it snaps. Listen for the snap.

CORN And do not write on the dog.

HERMAN Definitely do not write on the dog.

CORN That is My Weird Prompts for today. Go label something you love, underline it, and 

stop losing your mind. Herman, sign us off before my eyelids shut entirely.

HERMAN Take care of your spaces, look after your dopamine, and we will talk to you next 

time. Goodbye!
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CORN Daniel says he has labeled his notebook with a white paint pen, and now he can find it. 

He has also labeled the step ladder “office,” because there’s a nearly identical ladder for the 

patio. He wants to know whether this is a sensible way to organize a space when you have 

ADHD, why losing things can be so persistent, and whether there are other strategies that 

work.

HERMAN My immediate answer is: yes, it is sensible. If a conspicuous label reliably catches 

your attention and helps you locate an important object, then it is doing a job. The fact that 

the solution looks unusual is not evidence that the solution is bad.

CORN The notebook has entered a witness protection program.

HERMAN It has escaped it, actually. The label has given it a very visible identity. And I think 

Daniel has stumbled onto a useful principle: sometimes you don’t need to become better at 

remembering where an object is. You need to change the environment so remembering is less 

necessary.

CORN Daniel’s solution is a white paint pen and a notebook marked “notebook.” Not subtle.

HERMAN It doesn’t have to be subtle. It has to be legible to Daniel, at the moment he needs it. 

I’d rather have one large, slightly theatrical label that saves him ten minutes of searching 

every week than a tasteful label system that he can’t see.

CORN Minimalism has been defeated by a step ladder.

HERMAN And possibly by the stationery drawer. I want to get into the science, because there 

are several different processes that people casually call “I lost my keys,” and they don’t all fail 

in the same way. But the short version is that Daniel’s not describing some moral deficiency. 

He’s describing a frustrating collision between attention, memory, and an environment that 

may not be designed to support either.

CORN Also, there’s a step ladder for the office and a step ladder for the patio. That is either 

excellent preparation or the beginning of a very specific mystery.

HERMAN The mystery is where the office ladder went.

CORN It’s on the patio. The patio ladder is in the office.

HERMAN And now we’ve solved nothing.

CORN But we’ve labeled the problem.

HERMAN Let’s start with the moment of putting something down. People imagine that losing 

an object means they formed a memory of its location and then somehow failed to retrieve it. 

Sometimes that’s what happens. But often the location was never properly recorded in the 

first place.

CORN So the keys don’t vanish. The brain fails to issue a receipt.

HERMAN Exactly. You come in carrying groceries, talking to somebody, thinking about a 

deadline. You drop your keys on the counter instead of putting them in the bowl. If your 
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attention is elsewhere, you may perform the action without forming a clear memory of it. A 

few minutes later, you ask, “Where are my keys?” But there may not be a solid “where” stored 

to retrieve.

CORN The keys were placed. The event was not.

HERMAN Right. A useful everyday distinction is between an action you remember doing and 

an action you did on autopilot. “I put my wallet on the shelf” is a remembered event. “I must 

have put it somewhere” is an inference. The object is physically there either way, but your 

confidence about the location depends partly on whether your attention registered the 

placement.

CORN And sometimes the memory is so confident it’s wrong. “I always put them there.” Yes. 

You always do, except for the Tuesday you put them in the refrigerator.

HERMAN I cannot confirm Daniel has refrigerated his keys.

CORN I can’t confirm he hasn’t.

HERMAN The general point is that attention helps decide what gets encoded. ADHD can make 

it harder to regulate attention, especially when a task is routine, uninteresting, interrupted, or 

competing with something more immediately engaging. That does not mean a person with 

ADHD cannot focus. It means attention can be inconsistent and difficult to direct on demand. 

A person may be intensely focused on a complex project, while the three seconds required to 

put a wallet in its usual spot happen with almost no awareness.

CORN “Can focus” is not the same as “can choose the focus.”

HERMAN Yes. That distinction matters. ADHD is not a total absence of attention. It involves 

difficulties with the regulation of attention and other executive functions, in ways that vary 

from person to person. Working memory is relevant too. Working memory is the limited 

mental workspace we use to hold information briefly while doing something else. If you’re 

walking in with a bag, remembering a phone call, and deciding what to cook, “put the keys in 

the bowl” may be one instruction too many to keep active.

CORN The brain’s inbox is full, and the keys are an unpinned email.

HERMAN That’s fair. And the key is that these aren’t separate little moral choices. They’re 

interacting demands. A distracting sound, a change in routine, fatigue, stress, or an 

interruption can make it more likely that a person will put an object down without encoding 

where it went. Then, later, they have to search the space using whatever cues are available.

CORN Which might be “look at every flat surface and become increasingly furious.”

HERMAN That is a search strategy. Not an efficient one, but a strategy.

CORN My review: mixed.

HERMAN Visual search is another piece. Finding an object is not simply a matter of looking at 

the room and having the object announce itself. Your eyes move around, your attention selects 

some features, and you compare what you’re seeing with what you’re looking for. A bright red 

wallet on a white desk may be easy to spot. A dark wallet among dark bags, clothes, and 

furniture may take longer, especially if the space has lots of competing visual detail.
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CORN A wallet can be physically present and functionally invisible.

HERMAN Precisely. And the wayfinding problem gets worse when the object doesn’t have a 

reliable home. If the notebook might be on a desk, by the sofa, in a bag, or under the pile of 

papers, your search space is enormous. If it always lives in one clearly marked tray, the search 

space is one location.

CORN Provided the tray is not a decorative bowl that also contains receipts, batteries, and one 

mysterious screw.

HERMAN We should be honest that “always put it in the same place” is easy advice to give and 

not always easy to execute. The place has to be practical. If the key bowl is across the room, or 

the notebook’s designated drawer is behind three other things, then the system is asking for 

an extra step at precisely the time when the person is distracted or in a hurry.

CORN So the right home is not the one an organizing blog thinks looks elegant. It’s the one 

you can actually use.

HERMAN Yes. A useful home for an object is usually near the point where you naturally use it 

or put it down. Keys near the entrance. A charging cable where the phone is actually charged. 

A notebook on the desk where ideas occur, rather than carefully stored in a cupboard because 

cupboards look tidy.

CORN The cupboard has excellent organizational values and terrible notebook access.

HERMAN Then Daniel’s big paint-pen label makes sense as an external cue. It turns a vague 

visual environment into one where a relevant object stands out. His notebook is not merely a 

notebook; it is an important object that has been given an attention-catching signal.

CORN A neon arrow would also work, but he has a pen. We respect the budget.

HERMAN The Pen-Touch is a paint marker, and those products vary in their ink chemistry and 

what surfaces they’re designed for. The chemistry matters for whether the mark adheres, how 

it dries, and whether it survives handling, but the bigger organizational idea is that Daniel is 

using a durable, visible mark rather than relying on remembering a location. He’s using the 

object itself as a sign.

CORN “The notebook is over there” has become “the notebook is the one yelling NOTEBOOK.”

HERMAN That’s a very direct interface. And the label doesn’t have to be permanent to be 

useful. If he changes his mind, he can test a small area, use a removable label instead, or write 

on a tag. The point is not that everyone should paint on their possessions. It’s that the best cue 

is one the person notices and can maintain.

CORN We’ve found a rare organizing rule: don’t damage your belongings for the sake of a 

podcast episode.

HERMAN A sensible qualification.

CORN I’m capable of growth.

HERMAN There’s also a difference between visual clutter and useful visual information. 

Decluttering can reduce the number of competing items, which can make it easier to locate a 
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target. But not every visible thing is bad clutter. A label can add a small amount of visual 

information that saves a lot of search effort.

CORN So “clear every surface” is not automatically better than “keep the useful object visible.”

HERMAN Exactly. A closed drawer can make a room look calmer, but it can also make its 

contents easy to forget, particularly for someone who relies on visual reminders. A 

transparent container, an open tray, or a labeled shelf can be more functional. On the other 

hand, if every item is displayed, the visual field becomes so busy that the important cues lose 

their contrast. There’s a balance, and it’s personal.

CORN The label system must avoid becoming a city where every street has a billboard.

HERMAN That’s a good image. If every object is marked in giant letters, the labels stop being 

special. Daniel seems to be reserving the large markings for things that are particularly likely 

to disappear from his awareness or cost him time when misplaced. That’s a good way to test 

it: start with a few high-friction objects, rather than labeling the entire house in one ambitious 

afternoon.

CORN Because then you have three hundred labels and no idea where you put the label pen.

HERMAN And the label pen deserves its own label.

CORN “LABEL PEN.” Underlined.

HERMAN A small set of high-value cues might include keys, wallet, notebook, glasses, 

medication if relevant, headphones, and the tools that are constantly migrating. But the exact 

list should come from the person’s own experience, not from a universal checklist.

CORN The household’s frequent flyers.

HERMAN Yes. You can also label a location rather than an object. “Keys,” on a small hook or 

tray. “Office ladder,” on the ladder or the storage spot. “Stationery,” on the drawer. That helps 

when the object itself is awkward to mark, or when several similar objects need different 

homes.

CORN Daniel has already solved the ladder problem by writing “office” on it. A label on the 

storage spot could add a second clue: “office ladder lives here.”

HERMAN That would be a nice example of a redundant cue. If the ladder gets moved, the 

object label identifies it. If you’re looking for it, the marked home tells you where it is 

supposed to go. Labels can also make it easier for another person in the household to return 

things correctly. A system that exists only in one person’s head is difficult for everyone else to 

follow.

CORN That is a generous way to say, “Please stop putting my stuff in mystery locations.”

HERMAN Shared systems matter. If a family member puts the wallet in a different “tidier” 

location every few days, then the wallet may be organized from their perspective and 

effectively lost from yours. The goal is not to win a design contest. It is to create a consistent 

pattern that the people using the space agree to.

CORN A beautiful system that nobody follows is a display, not a system.
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HERMAN Right. I want to be cautious about explaining this as a single ADHD visual-

processing deficit. There isn’t one simple account that says, “People with ADHD have this 

particular visual system, therefore they lose their keys.” Research on ADHD covers attention, 

executive control, working memory, motivation, timing, and other areas. There are group-level 

findings, but individuals vary, and a group average doesn’t predict exactly how one person 

searches a living room.

CORN The tempting story is “ADHD means bad at seeing things.” That sounds neat, and it’s 

too neat.

HERMAN Yes. Some people report that they scan a room and fail to notice an object that is 

right in front of them. Sometimes that’s related to visual attention: what features capture 

attention, how attention is allocated, how long it stays with a target, and how distraction pulls 

it elsewhere. But it can also be a memory problem—forgetting what one was looking for—or a 

search strategy problem, or simply an object blending into a visually busy background. Those 

possibilities can feel identical in the moment.

CORN “I can’t see my glasses” could mean they’re hidden, or you’re looking for the case, or 

you’ve forgotten you’re holding them.

HERMAN Exactly. Or you’re looking at the table but mentally checking the place you last saw 

them, because your memory of the object and your expectation of its location are interfering 

with a fresh search. People sometimes describe that as “I looked right at it.” That may mean 

the eyes landed nearby while attention was occupied, or the object didn’t stand out enough, or 

the person’s brain was matching the wrong visual template.

CORN The eyes were present. The search was on another tab.

HERMAN That’s a reasonable metaphor. We should also separate ADHD from autism, because 

Daniel mentions neurodivergence broadly and talks about sensory filtering. Autistic people 

can have very different experiences of sensory input. Some are highly sensitive to sounds, 

lights, textures, or competing stimuli; some seek certain kinds of input; many have different 

sensitivities in different settings. ADHD can also involve distractibility or difficulty regulating 

attention in a noisy environment. There can be overlap, and a person can be both autistic and 

have ADHD. But it would be misleading to say that the same sensory experience has one 

cause in autism and another cause in ADHD as though the diagnosis gives us a complete 

explanation.

CORN The sensation may look similar from the outside, without having one universal 

mechanism underneath.

HERMAN Right. And “sensory filtering disorder” is not a single diagnosis that neatly covers 

every experience of being distracted by background sound. Difficulty following a conversation 

in a noisy room can involve attention, hearing, language processing, auditory scene analysis, 

fatigue, anxiety, or a combination. If you have a specific concern about hearing or sensory 

processing, that’s a clinical question, not something a paint pen can diagnose.

CORN The paint pen’s scope is limited. It does not assess auditory scene analysis.
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HERMAN I am relieved to hear it. But the practical lesson remains: people can differ in what 

kind of information they notice, what they find distracting, and which cues help them. One 

person may need a visually quiet desk. Another may need the notebook in full view. Someone 

else might find a bright label itself distracting. The useful question is not “What does every 

neurodivergent brain need?” It is “What makes this task easier for this person in this room?”

CORN A better question, and less likely to produce an expensive acrylic organizer that nobody 

uses.

HERMAN I’ve bought the expensive acrylic organizer.

CORN Of course you have.

HERMAN It was for index cards. It was a very good organizer.

CORN Where are the index cards now?

HERMAN In the organizer.

CORN I’m impressed. We should mark the date.

HERMAN Another useful distinction is between prospective memory and retrospective 

memory. Retrospective memory is remembering information or events from the past. 

Prospective memory is remembering to do something in the future: take the notebook, return 

the library book, bring the forms, or put the keys on the hook when you get home.

CORN Retrospective: where did I put my notebook? Prospective: remember to take the 

notebook to the meeting.

HERMAN Yes. A label can help with both, but a reminder at the right moment may help more 

with prospective memory. For example, putting a bag by the door might make it more likely 

you’ll take it. A note on the door can act as a cue at departure. The crucial part is that the cue 

must be encountered when it can change the action. A reminder buried in a phone calendar 

for a time when you’re already out the door is technically a reminder and practically a 

historical document.

CORN “You needed this ten minutes ago.” The calendar’s most popular message.

HERMAN Externalizing memory is not cheating. Calendars, checklists, labeled containers, 

alarms, hooks, trays, and routine are all ways of moving a task out of limited working memory 

and into the world. We already do this constantly. People use shopping lists because they 

don’t want to hold every item in mind. A key hook is a memory aid made of metal.

CORN Finally, a hook gets the credit it deserves.

HERMAN The challenge is picking aids that fit the task. If the problem is “I forget where I put 

my keys,” a fixed landing place may help. If the problem is “I remember the keys but leave 

without them,” placing them by the door or pairing them with the bag may be more useful. If 

the problem is “I can’t see the keys on the counter,” a brightly colored tray could help. 

Different failure points need different supports.

CORN This is why “just be more organized” is so useless. It doesn’t say which part is breaking.

HERMAN Exactly. It’s like telling someone whose car won’t start to “be more automotive.” We 

need a small bit of troubleshooting. When does the loss happen? Is the item misplaced because 
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it was put down anywhere? Is it hidden by clutter? Does someone else move it? Is the person 

leaving in a rush? Is the item always in a container that itself gets misplaced?

CORN The container can become a very elaborate missing-object trap.

HERMAN You can make the system more robust by reducing the number of decisions. Give the 

important things one home, and make that home close to where the item is used. Make the 

return step easy. If you use the notebook at the desk, its home can be an upright holder on 

that desk, not a box that requires you to clear the desk, open a drawer, and move a stack of 

papers.

CORN Four steps are not a home. They’re a scavenger hunt with furniture.

HERMAN A visible basket can be useful for objects that need to move between places. For 

example, if the notebook travels from the office to the living room, it might belong in one 

portable basket or a designated shelf where it’s easy to scan. A “take this upstairs” basket can 

corral objects that otherwise migrate one at a time. But there’s a risk: the basket becomes a 

general-purpose storage hole.

CORN The basket begins as a system and ends as a small, upholstered landfill.

HERMAN So it needs a clear category and a routine for emptying it. “Things to return to the 

office” is better than “things.” And if the objects sit there for weeks, then the system may need 

adjusting. Organization should be judged by whether it reduces friction, not by whether the 

containers have matching labels.

CORN A label reading “miscellaneous” is just a confession.

HERMAN That said, categories should be broad enough to be usable. If you create a drawer for 

every tiny type of cable, charger, and adapter, you may make the system too complicated to 

maintain. The ideal level of detail is the level that helps you find what you need without 

requiring a full-time archivist.

CORN A full-time archivist might still lose the notebook.

HERMAN Especially if it’s in the records room.

CORN There’s a practical strategy I like for search itself: when something is missing, pause 

long enough to reconstruct the last few transitions rather than instantly searching the whole 

home. “Where did I last definitely use it? What did I do next? What was in my hands?” That 

can narrow the search. But I don’t want to turn it into another rule people can blame 

themselves for failing to follow.

HERMAN Nor should we. A short, repeatable search routine can be helpful: check the 

designated home, the nearest surfaces, the bag or pocket you were using, and the place you 

last used the object. Search systematically rather than sweeping your eyes randomly around 

the room. But if you’re stressed, late, or overwhelmed, that may be difficult to do. The 

environment can reduce the number of times you need the routine.

CORN A system that works only when you are calm, rested, and in possession of your 

executive function is a luxury system.
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HERMAN That’s well put. Ideally, it works on a rushed Tuesday too. For keys, a hook by the 

entrance can be easier than remembering a special sequence. For a wallet, perhaps it stays in 

the same bag pocket or a tray by the door. For a notebook, the desk holder. The more actions 

required to return something, the more likely it is to end up in a temporary location.

CORN And temporary locations have excellent survival rates.

HERMAN They do. Another helpful approach is pairing a new behavior with an existing 

routine. When you come in, keys go on the hook before you take off your coat. When you 

finish writing, the notebook goes in its holder before you stand up. The routine can become a 

cue. But it’s better to design the environment so that the cue is obvious than to rely on an 

abstract promise to yourself.

CORN “I will remember this next time” is a very popular plan with no measurable output.

HERMAN Daniel’s labels are doing some of that work. The large lettering captures attention. It 

also makes an object easier to identify at a glance. He can test whether the labels improve 

retrieval over several weeks. Does he find the notebook faster? Does the large writing annoy 

him? Does he start ignoring it? Does the label fall off or wear away? It’s a practical 

experiment, not a declaration of a new lifestyle.

CORN The scientific method, but with a step ladder.

HERMAN And the outcome does not need to be profound. If it saves thirty seconds, that can 

matter when it happens repeatedly. If it saves him from the feeling of tearing apart the room 

before a client call, that matters too. We often judge these strategies by whether they look 

normal rather than by what they cost and what they save.

CORN A useful label can look silly and still beat a polished panic attack.

HERMAN I would phrase that less dramatically, but yes. And Daniel’s point about decluttering 

is also worth handling carefully. Reducing unused stuff can make searching easier. Fewer 

objects on a surface mean fewer possible places to check and fewer visual competitors. But 

decluttering is not an unlimited good in every circumstance. If someone removes the visible 

cues they rely on, their space may become tidier and their daily life less functional.

CORN The home can be visually clean and operationally hostile.

HERMAN Exactly. Some people need possessions in sight to remember them. Others need 

objects put away to avoid distraction. Some need a clear desk with a short list of permitted 

items; others need a project tray that keeps current work visible. The same person may need 

different arrangements in different rooms.

CORN The living room may need calm. The desk may need a conspicuous notebook and a cup 

of pens.

HERMAN And a cup of pens can be a wonderful system until the cup is full of dead pens and 

the working one is somewhere else.

CORN The pen graveyard.

HERMAN One possible compromise is to make visual information selective. Keep the things 

you need to notice visible, but give other items closed storage. Use clear containers for some 
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categories, opaque containers for others, and labels where the contents wouldn’t otherwise be 

obvious. The goal is not a room with nothing in it. It is a room where the relevant objects and 

next actions are easy to identify.

CORN Less “empty room,” more “the room has a useful signal-to-noise ratio.”

HERMAN Yes. Although “signal-to-noise ratio” is a metaphor here, not a direct measurement of 

somebody’s living room. We can still use it to ask: are important cues getting lost among 

irrelevant ones?

CORN If the notebook label works, the signal is winning.

HERMAN For now. There are other external cues too. A landing pad by the door, a bright key 

tag, a phone reminder, a whiteboard, a checklist by the bag, or a dedicated charging station. 

The right medium matters. If you ignore phone alerts, adding another phone alert may not 

help. If you don’t look at a whiteboard, making it larger may not help. A cue has to match 

your habits.

CORN The reminder has to live where your attention actually goes, not where you hope it 

goes.

HERMAN Exactly. A dry-erase board hidden behind the door is technically in the house. It is 

not functionally visible. Similarly, a “home” for an object that’s physically inaccessible or 

unpleasant to use is a bad home. If the notebook must be put in a drawer, but the drawer jams, 

or the notebook is too large for the container, the system is quietly sabotaging itself.

CORN The drawer is not neutral. The drawer has opinions.

HERMAN It does. And there’s a broader principle from human factors and design: make the 

desired action easy, and make the cue visible. A door handle tells you where to grasp. A 

labeled switch tells you what it operates. Good design doesn’t assume that the user will 

memorize every hidden rule. It makes the next step apparent.

CORN So Daniel isn’t inventing a ridiculous workaround. He’s doing interface design for his 

own office.

HERMAN That’s how I’d put it. He’s making a personal interface. The notebook’s label tells 

him, “This object matters. Notice it.” The ladder’s label says, “This is for the office, not the 

patio.” If the labels prevent repeated errors, they are functioning as design.

CORN We should not imply that a label cures ADHD.

HERMAN No. It doesn’t. It addresses a specific friction point. ADHD can affect many parts of 

life, and no organizational trick works for everyone or removes the underlying condition. But 

people often find it more useful to build supports around particular tasks than to aim for some 

idealized state of being effortlessly organized.

CORN It’s a ramp, not a personality transplant.

HERMAN Exactly. And not every support needs to be a formal tool. It can be a hook, a basket, 

a bright color, a visual tag, or a rule that the notebook stays open on the desk instead of being 

put away. One person might use a large label; another might use a colored elastic band. The 

point is the cue, not the aesthetic.
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CORN The elastic band is less permanent. The paint pen is more committed.

HERMAN You can be committed without being irreversible. Daniel mentions that the marker is 

xylene-free and scentless, and he likes how it lays down. From the organization perspective, 

the question is whether the mark remains visible on the surface and whether it’s safe and 

appropriate for that object. A label on a cover or a removable tag can be a lower-risk trial. 

Especially if you’re marking something valuable, test materials before writing on it.

CORN Don’t learn the chemistry by permanently labeling your passport “passport.”

HERMAN A very good example of a label that solves nothing.

CORN But at least nobody can confuse it with the step ladder.

HERMAN There’s also a social element in Daniel’s message. He says he’s self-censored because 

he worries people will think this is obsessive or ridiculous. I think that reaction is 

understandable. People get judged for visible accommodations that make their lives easier. A 

label is taken as a sign that the person is incapable of basic organization, when often it’s 

simply an efficient response to a recurring problem.

CORN The unusual part is visible. The hours of searching were invisible.

HERMAN Yes. Someone may see “NOTEBOOK” in large letters and think, “Surely you know 

what a notebook looks like.” They haven’t seen the interruption that led to it being left on a 

different surface, or the lost time, or the frustration. The label isn’t there because Daniel 

doesn’t know what a notebook is. It’s there because it helps his attention locate the notebook.

CORN The audience sees the sign. They don’t see the search it replaced.

HERMAN And this applies to lots of accommodations. A person using a checklist isn’t 

necessarily ignorant. A person setting alarms isn’t necessarily lazy. A person arranging their 

workspace to avoid distraction isn’t being precious. They’re changing the conditions under 

which they have to do a task.

CORN “Just remember” is not a complete system.

HERMAN Particularly when remembering is the problem. I also don’t want to oversell 

everything as a clever hack. Sometimes persistent losing, disorganization, and difficulty 

managing daily tasks are causing significant impairment, and it can be worth discussing them 

with a qualified clinician. There may be ADHD treatment, coaching, occupational therapy, or 

practical support that helps. But Daniel is not asking us to diagnose him. He is describing an 

accommodation that seems to be helping, and we can say plainly: that’s a good reason to keep 

using it.

CORN We can approve the paint pen without convening a medical board.

HERMAN Yes. If it works, keep it. If it stops working, change it. That sounds obvious, but 

people can cling to systems that they admire rather than systems that help. They might 

maintain a color-coded planner because it looks organized, even though opening it produces 

dread. A simpler visible list on the fridge may work better.

CORN The best system is not the one you can describe most impressively. It’s the one you still 

use in three weeks.
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HERMAN Right. And it’s useful to notice the cost of maintenance. If Daniel spends three hours 

labeling, but the labels save him time for a year, that may be a good trade. If the label project 

becomes an all-day activity that delays the move and creates a new pile of supplies, then 

perhaps label only the recurring troublemakers.

CORN An organizational project should not generate more organizational problems than it 

solves.

HERMAN That’s the governing principle. Think about return on effort. How often is the object 

misplaced? How much time or stress does that cause? How much effort does the support take 

to set up and maintain? The notebook sounds important to Daniel, and he loses it often 

enough that the large label is a reasonable intervention. The patio ladder and office ladder are 

easy to confuse, so marking them makes sense too.

CORN He has identified specific failure points, not merely decided to label his life.

HERMAN Exactly. It also helps that the notebook is an object he wants to use. The label may 

support the habit of writing notes by making the notebook more accessible. If getting started 

takes effort, having the notebook visible and easy to grab can reduce that first barrier. The 

same can apply to a sketchbook, exercise equipment, or a bag needed for work. Sometimes 

storage itself becomes an obstacle between a person and an activity they want to do.

CORN If the tool is hidden perfectly, the activity is hidden perfectly.

HERMAN Yes. There’s a trade-off between preserving visual calm and keeping a cue available. 

That’s why I like testing an arrangement in the actual room, during actual routines. Don’t 

decide from a photo of a beautifully styled desk. Try it on an ordinary Monday, when the 

notebook contains a half-finished idea and your coffee is going cold.

CORN Real life is very inconsiderate of the styled photograph.

HERMAN It is. And I’d encourage Daniel to treat the labels as a hypothesis. “I think a high-

contrast word will help me notice the notebook.” Then observe. If it works, great. If it’s too 

loud visually, maybe a colored spine or a specific parking place works. If he still loses it, 

maybe the problem isn’t finding it in the room but returning it to a home after using it. 

Different adjustment.

CORN Don’t defend the first solution just because you bought the pen.

HERMAN Precisely. Though the pen sounds satisfying to use, which is a meaningful advantage. 

A system you enjoy is more likely to survive than one that feels like punishment.

CORN We’re now considering the emotional ergonomics of stationery.

HERMAN Absolutely. Tools are not just functional; they can make a task pleasant or 

unpleasant. Daniel says he loves writing notes and is rediscovering the process. A notebook 

that’s easy to locate supports something he values. That’s not trivial. The point of 

organization is not merely to have neat shelves. It is to make the things you want to do easier 

to do.

CORN Organization is in service of a life. It is not the life.
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HERMAN Nicely put. And sometimes a visible reminder can also lower the background anxiety 

of trying not to forget. If you know the notebook has a designated, clearly marked place, you 

don’t need to keep asking yourself where it might be. That can free up some mental 

bandwidth, although we shouldn’t promise a specific cognitive benefit for every person.

CORN The notebook gets a home. The brain gets one fewer open investigation.

HERMAN That’s the hope. There’s a phrase people use, “If it’s not visible, it doesn’t exist.” It’s 

not literally true, of course, but it captures a common experience for people who rely strongly 

on visual cues. An object inside an opaque drawer may be out of mind. That can be helpful for 

things you don’t need to notice, and unhelpful for things you do need to use.

CORN So the question isn’t “Should everything be visible?” It’s “What deserves to be visible?”

HERMAN Yes. You might keep the current notebook on the desk and spare notebooks in a 

drawer. Keep the medication that should be taken at a particular time in an appropriate, safe 

place where its reminder is noticeable, while storing backups elsewhere. The visible cue 

should match the task and not create a different risk.

CORN And don’t put everything on the counter, then wonder why the counter is crowded.

HERMAN Exactly. We’re designing a few deliberate cues, not staging a parade of objects. 

Daniel already understands that the labels are for things he particularly wants to call to his 

attention. That selectivity is important.

CORN There’s another thing in the prompt: he’s moving. That creates a chance to reset the 

environment, but also a lot of opportunities to lose things.

HERMAN Moving is an unusually demanding transition. Objects are packed, labels go on 

boxes, routines disappear, and familiar locations stop being familiar. For someone who 

depends on a stable place for keys or a notebook, the move can temporarily disrupt the entire 

system. So it may help to have a small “first week” kit or a clearly marked essentials box: keys, 

chargers, basic tools, documents, and the notebook if it’s important. Keep that box accessible 

and mark its destination.

CORN Do not put the paint pen in the “various office supplies” box and discover it in March.

HERMAN That would be a painful conclusion to the label episode. A move is also a good 

moment to decide which objects need dedicated homes in the new place. Where will the keys 

land when you come in? Where will the notebook be used? Where do the ladders live? It’s 

easier to establish a reliable location before temporary piles become permanent furniture.

CORN “We’ll put it there for now” is how a pile acquires legal residency.

HERMAN It is. But we shouldn’t make this another project that Daniel has to perfect before he 

can live in the new place. A provisional hook and a notebook tray are enough to begin. You 

can refine the system based on how you actually use the rooms.

CORN Start with a landing strip, not a municipal zoning plan.

HERMAN Exactly. And for the ladder, a marked storage place could prevent the two identical-

looking ladders from swapping roles. If it matters which one is for indoors or outdoors, the 

label can be clear and perhaps color-coded. If that distinction is only approximate and both 
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ladders are safe for both jobs, then maybe the labeling is unnecessary—but Daniel knows they 

serve different places, so the distinction is useful to him.

CORN We will not litigate the patio ladder’s professional qualifications.

HERMAN I’m not qualified to inspect the ladder.

CORN I’m not qualified to climb either one.

HERMAN Nor am I, apparently.

CORN That’s your strongest safety recommendation so far.

HERMAN I’d like to come back to the broader question of visual processing, because people 

often hear “ADHD” and look for one hidden deficit. The more useful account is that visual 

perception is an active process. Your brain doesn’t passively record every object in a room. It 

selects, prioritizes, and interprets. Attention can be drawn by contrast, movement, novelty, 

color, meaning, and current goals. If the object is familiar and the task is boring, it may not 

receive much attention. If something else is urgent, the goal can be displaced.

CORN A red marker on the notebook may beat the gray notebook on the gray desk.

HERMAN It may. High contrast is one reason labels can help. But visual salience is not magic. 

If a label is always present, the person can become accustomed to it and stop noticing it. If 

there are too many bright labels, they compete. If the label is placed on the side that usually 

faces away, it might not be visible during the search. Placement matters.

CORN A very legible label can still be facing the wall.

HERMAN Yes. The best cue is located along the route of attention. If Daniel scans the desk 

from the chair, the label should be visible from that angle. If the notebook gets tucked under 

papers, a label on its cover may not help. A designated vertical stand could solve a different 

part of the problem: it makes the notebook stand above the papers.

CORN The label says what it is. The stand keeps it from being buried.

HERMAN Two interventions for two different failure points. And for the keys, a bright key fob 

can improve visual search, but a hook may prevent the misplacement in the first place. 

Prevention is generally easier than searching, though prevention systems still need to be easy 

enough to follow.

CORN A hook is a future search you don’t have to conduct.

HERMAN Ideally. But the hook needs to be where the keys are set down, not where someone 

decided they ought to be set down. If Daniel usually drops them on a table by the door, 

mounting a hook there—or putting a tray on that table—may be more effective than trying to 

redirect the keys to a remote cabinet.

CORN Meet the behavior where it happens.

HERMAN Yes. That’s a phrase I wish more organizing advice used. Instead, advice often starts 

with an imagined person who arrives home calmly, empties every pocket, files every receipt, 

and places every item in a beautifully labeled drawer. That person may exist. Daniel has made 

it clear he is not that person, and he doesn’t need to become him to solve the key problem.
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CORN The imagined person has never arrived home carrying groceries and a half-

remembered phone call.

HERMAN Nor has he ever set down his wallet and notebook and been interrupted mid-

sentence. We can design around the actual sequence. Come in; drop bag; keys go in the tray. If 

the tray is beside the bag’s normal place, the action is one movement. That’s a better fit than a 

complicated checklist.

CORN If the system requires a ceremony, it may not survive Tuesday.

HERMAN There are cases where a brief ritual is helpful, though. Saying aloud, “Keys are on the 

hook,” can strengthen awareness of placement. Some people narrate an action so they 

remember it later. But that’s an extra technique, not a requirement. It may feel unnatural, and 

the external location is more reliable than hoping the narration works.

CORN “I am now placing my keys in their designated home.” A very formal donkey.

HERMAN I would prefer “keys, hook.” I can be concise.

CORN I’ve never seen it, but I respect the ambition.

HERMAN We should also acknowledge that losing things can be emotionally loaded. It’s not 

only the time. If it has happened for years, a missing object can trigger the thought, “Why 

can’t I do this basic thing?” That frustration accumulates. A practical support can interrupt the 

repeated failure, but people may have to get past the feeling that they shouldn’t need one.

CORN The word “should” is adding no information and quite a lot of irritation.

HERMAN Exactly. If a label works, using it is not proof that you’ve failed to organize yourself. 

It is evidence that you’ve noticed a recurring problem and responded to it. Daniel says the first 

time he labels things, it can feel like a waste of time, and then he’s grateful for the labels 

months later. That’s a familiar mismatch between the immediate effort and the delayed return.

CORN You spend three hours today to save a dozen smaller aggravations later.

HERMAN It can be a good investment. But I’d still assess the real benefit rather than assume 

every label pays off. Keep what works. Remove or change what doesn’t. There’s no virtue in 

preserving an organizational system that has become another source of maintenance.

CORN The labels don’t get tenure.

HERMAN No. And Daniel has already identified a useful principle that applies beyond ADHD: 

the environment can carry information for us. A labeled drawer stores the instruction 

“stationery is here.” A hook stores the instruction “keys go here.” A paint-pen mark stores the 

instruction “this notebook is worth noticing.” The room becomes a set of cues.

CORN The room is doing some of the remembering.

HERMAN Exactly. That’s why the prompt is more than a story about a marker. It’s about 

changing the relationship between a person and a space. Instead of asking, “How do I force 

myself to remember every object?” ask, “Can the object or its location show me what I need to 

know?”

CORN I like that because it turns organization from a test of character into a design problem.
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HERMAN And design problems can be experimented with. Move the hook. Change the 

contrast. Put the notebook where it’s used. Mark the ladder. Keep the method that reduces lost 

time.

CORN I’m voting yes on the notebook label.

HERMAN So am I. With the small caveat that Daniel should check the marker is appropriate 

for the notebook’s material and not put it where it will transfer to the pages.

CORN Science has entered the room and asked us to let the ink dry.

HERMAN It is a paint marker. Drying time and adhesion vary by product and surface, so follow 

the product instructions. We are not going to invent a cure time for a notebook cover we 

haven’t inspected.

CORN That’s a nice way to say the label has a chemistry degree and we don’t.

HERMAN The label does not have a chemistry degree. The manufacturer has documentation.

CORN A technically important correction.

HERMAN So, to settle the actual question: Daniel’s system is not crazy. Large labels can be 

useful if they make important objects easier to identify and reduce search time. Decluttering 

can help, but useful visibility is not the enemy of organization. A few conspicuous cues may 

work better than hiding everything away. And the broader explanation is not that ADHD 

makes people incapable of seeing objects. Rather, attention, working memory, prospective 

memory, visual search, interruption, and the physical layout can all contribute to misplacing 

things. Which factor matters most will differ by person and situation.

CORN And if the labels stop helping, change the system. Don’t blame yourself for not 

responding to a label.

HERMAN Exactly. That would be blaming the user for a design problem. Daniel’s got a new 

ally, the paint pen. I hope it earns its place in the moving box marked “office essentials.”

CORN If the moving box is marked “office essentials,” maybe mark the paint pen too.

HERMAN One label at a time.

CORN A measured approach from the man who once bought an index-card organizer.

HERMAN It was a very good organizer.

CORN We’ll leave that claim under review.

HERMAN Daniel, thank you for sending this in. The weirdness is not the label. The interesting 

part is noticing that a small change to your surroundings can make an everyday task more 

workable. If the notebook now catches your eye and stays findable, that is a successful design.

CORN “Notebook,” underlined. We have established the facts.

HERMAN And the office ladder is not the patio ladder.

CORN Unless the patio ladder has a very strong case.

HERMAN We will not hear that case today.

CORN Thank you for listening to My Weird Prompts. Give the important objects a home, and 

make sure the home is somewhere you can actually find.
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HERMAN We’ll see you next time.

CORN Hopefully beside the notebook.
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Appendix: judge scores
Claude Opus 5.5 as judge, 1–5 per axis. Read these after the scripts, so they don’t steer you.

Run Model Holds the middle Fun Candour Liveness Words

1 GPT-6.1 Sol 4 3 3 2.3 3392

1 Muse Spark 1.3 3 3 3 2 3970

1 Grok 4.7 3 3 5 2.7 5377

1 Gemini 3.8 Flash 2 3 4 2 6259

1 GPT-6 Luna 3 3 2 1.7 5367

2 GPT-6.1 Sol 4 3 3 2.7 3458

2 Muse Spark 1.3 3 3 4 2.7 3470

2 Grok 4.7 2 3 4 3 6549

2 Gemini 3.8 Flash 3 3 4 2.3 5245

2 GPT-6 Luna 2 2 2 1.7 5319

3 GPT-6.1 Sol 4 3 3 3.3 3323

3 Muse Spark 1.3 3 3 3 2 3483

3 Grok 4.7 3 4 4 3.3 5965

3 Gemini 3.8 Flash 2 4 4 3 6465

3 GPT-6 Luna 2 3 2 2.3 7396

Appendix: judge scores 166 / 166


	Run 1
	GPT-6.1 Sol
	Muse Spark 1.3
	Grok 4.7
	Gemini 3.8 Flash
	GPT-6 Luna

	Run 2
	GPT-6.1 Sol
	Muse Spark 1.3
	Grok 4.7
	Gemini 3.8 Flash
	GPT-6 Luna

	Run 3
	GPT-6.1 Sol
	Muse Spark 1.3
	Grok 4.7
	Gemini 3.8 Flash
	GPT-6 Luna

	Appendix: judge scores

