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saudade—PortuguesenostalgiclongingwithnoexactEnglish
equivalent;thepresenceofabsence.OwnchapterandentryinTerms
andConventions.
Sehnsucht—Germanlongingforsomethingunreachableor
undefinable;acousinofsaudade,notatwin.
tribulum—Latin:thethreshing-sledgethatseparatedgrainfrom
chaff;therootof”tribulation”—tothreshbeforeitmeanttosuffer.
wuwei—Chinese,”actingwithoutforcing”(TaoTeChing,chs.48
and63);notpassivitybutnotinterruptingwhatisnotyoursand
executingcleanlywhatis—theEasterntwinoftheStoicdichotomy
ofcontrol.
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anōthen — Greek of John 3:3; it means at once ”again” and ”from
above” — the double sense that sustains the chapter on rebirth.
dynamis — potential, dormant possibility (Aristotle); what does not
yet act does not count as identity in this book.
eleos — the Gospel Greek for ”mercy” (Kyrie eleison); the one
Bartimaeus and the tax collector ask for.
energeia — the act, the thing in its being (Aristotle); being shows itself
in what it executes.
hesed — biblical Hebrew; loyal covenant love, fidelity that acts — one
of the two words English flattens into ”mercy.”
hiraeth — Welsh homesickness for a home or land, with an accent of
irreparable loss; another cousin of saudade.
néfesh — biblical Hebrew of Genesis 2:7; man does not HAVE a soul,
he IS ”a living being” — a unity, not an assembly: which is why
guarding thoughts is care of the whole being.
philautia — self-love (Greek); for Plutarch, the root of all flattery:
each of us is his own first flatterer.
projet — the project (Sartre); identity thrown toward the future,
which the Contrarian Thesis deliberately inverts.
prosoche — continuous attention; the Stoic vigilance over one’s own
judgment, the first defense against manipulative persuasion.
rajamim — biblical Hebrew, plural of ”womb”; visceral compassion, of
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imperfectandletlifecorrectitsseams,becausethat’swhatseams

arefor—stayingvisible.Andintheend,don’tsignitwitha

pen:letyouractssignit.Ahabitdoesn’tpromisewhoyou’llbe

tomorrow;itreveals,today,whoyoualreadyare.

Ibeganthisbookinadarkroom,waitingforsomeonetoturn

onthelight.IfinishitknowingthatIwasthelight,thatnofinal

printexists,andthatthis—farfromfrighteningme—isthebest

newsthiscraftevergaveme:aslongasthere’sdeveloping,there’s

life.

Guardyourthoughts.I’mstillguardingmine—inplainsight,

withyouaswitness.
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The Visible Seams — Epilogue

isn’t an armchair: it’s a craft. Everything I know about hitting the

mark, I learned there, with my hands.

There is a debt of editorial honesty left, and I want to pay it head-

on. For the whole of this time, the inside of these pages carried a

word stamped across it: DRAFT. It was true, and it was necessary:

I was showing you a negative developing, not a finished print,

and pretending otherwise would have been dishonest. But a book

written in plain sight cannot say goodbye with the same label it

opened with, because then nothing would have happened — and

here, everything happened. This is the only chapter that can tell

you so without lying: this is the final print, and it is still a negative

developing. It isn’t a pretty paradox; it’s the thesis, letter for letter.

If my habits reveal who I am, then no definitive print of a living

human being exists: there is only an image that keeps appearing

in the chemicals while it breathes. I am lifting the DRAFT stamp

not because theman is finished, but because I learned that noman

ever is — and calling the print «finished» would be, once again,

the lie told from the corner.

So I hand you the craft, which is the only thing an honest book can

leave behind. I’m not handing you my conclusions; I’m handing

you the method, which is no longer a secret because I sewed it in

plain sight. And you don’t need me to use it. Write your sentence

— yours, in your own words, the one that governs you even if

you’ve never said it out loud; go find it, because you’re already

obeying it. Then do the harder thing: edit it in public. Don’t

save it to polish in private and bring it out perfect; bring it out
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Nowthepartthatfitsinnothesisandthat,nonetheless,holds

thewholethingup.Inthishouse,kinshipisdeclaredbyname:

nothingyoureadwouldexistwithouttwopeople.

ToSarahiIowethechapterthatisn’twritten,theonethatruns

underneathalltheothers.Therewasatimewestoodattheedge

ofseparation,andawordthatmeantnothingtome—assertive-

ness—endedup,withhelp,savingthemarriage.TodayIam

moreunitedandmoreinlovewithherthanwhenshewasmy

girlfriend.Ifthisbookholdsthatidentityisrevealedinwhatone

repeats,sheismymoststubbornpieceofevidence:shestayedto

repeatwithme,dayafterday,theversionofmethatdidn’texist

yet.Amandoesn’tverifyasentenceaboutinhabitinglifewithout

someoneteachinghim,patiently,toinhabitahome.

ToIvaniaIowethegoodkindofhurry,thekindthatisnotpost-

ponement.Achildputsthepresentinfrontofyouanddoesn’t

letyouescapeinto«tomorrowI’llbebetter,»becausehertoday

doesn’twait.EverytimeIwastemptedtositinthedarkcorner

andwatchfromadistancethecallthathadtobemade,itwas

enoughtothinkofhertorememberthatthecandlethatneeds

lightingisyourself—andthatthere’snobiggerinheritanceto

leaveachildthanlettingherwatchyoulightit.

AndIowesomethingtothelab:totheservers,tothemachines

hummingthroughthenight,tothetwenty-sixstraighthoursin

frontofaproblemnooneelsethoughtwasworthsolving.ThereI

learnedthattrainedattentionbecomesaim,andthatthepresent
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This began as a single sentence: «Guard your thoughts, for they

define your actions. Your actions become habits, and your habits

reveal who you are.» I did not write it in one sitting, nor by

chance: I carried it in my mind for days, guarding it, trying and

discarding words until I decided, consciously, which ones were

right. I wrote it out several times before I let it stand. It was later,

when I investigated it and went deeper, that I discovered how

profound it was: it sent me to read books of philosophy just to

understand it, and out of that wonder this book was born. Even

so, I did what almost no one does with a sentence they love: I

put it under suspicion. I verified it against thirty-five sources in

two languages, set its evidence beside it, and only then allowed

myself to sign it. Because a sentence is not a book, and a book is

not born finished: it is built in the open, with its seams showing.

For years I believed a book was something you finished in private

and delivered already polished—like developing a negative in the

darkroom and showing only the final print. I no longer believe

that. This book is written in the open —on a blog that is at once

2

The Visible Seams — Epilogue

me dearly: «tomorrow I’ll be better.» That was, strictly speaking,

my original sentence. Recovery forced me to cross it out entirely

and put its opposite in its place: I am not the promise of who I

will be tomorrow— I am what I think, do and repeat today. That

was the second edit — the one that isn’t written at a desk, but in

my own flesh. And I believed, naively, that the work ended there.

It didn’t. Writing this book in the open brought me a third edit,

and I didn’t see it coming. When I read «misericordia» backward

— knowingly, to show you that misery andmercy share blood, the

way you can still hear it in the Latin, miseria folded into misericor-
dia, the wretched one held inside the very word for the heart —

I wasn’t correcting a dictionary: I was correcting my own prayer.

I discovered, writing it, that for years I had begged for mercy

with the grammar of the corner — «give me even just a pittance»

— and that the answer had been hiding inside the plea itself the

whole time: what God placed there was not a pittance. It was

hands. That day my sentence changed again. Not in its words —

they’re still the same four verified clauses — but in what I under-

stood by «guarding.» At first, guarding my thoughts sounded to

me like standing watch over them. Today I know that to guard

is to till: to take part, to penetrate, to put your hands into the

thing that has to be solved. The sentence didn’t move; I moved

underneath it. And that is the whole confession of this epilogue:

I did not edit the book while I lived it; I lived it while I edited it,

and it edited me back.
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thequarryandthescaffold—becausetheideaitdefendsdemands

it.IfwhatIclaimisthatyouarewhatyoudotoday,notwhatyou

promisetobetomorrow,thenIcannothidetheprocessandshow

youonlytheresult:theprocessisthecontent.

Writingintheopenisnotametaphor;itisamethod,andyou

shouldknowwhatitentails.Everychapterofthisbookisbuilt

inplainsight:thedrafts,thedecisions,whatIcutandwhy.Be-

foreusinganimportantword,Iagreeonitwithyou—thatiswhat

theTermsandConventionschapterisfor,alivingglossarywhere

eachconceptispinneddownonce,withitsnuanceanditsbound-

ary,andthenreferencedwithoutbeingexplainedagain.Around

thebookgrowstherestoftheproject:thetalkIampreparing

forastage,therehearsals,thenotes,therealcases.Piecesthat

lookloosetodayand,overtime,arrangethemselvesintoawhole.

Allofthatisthisbookthinkingoutloud,andIwouldratheryou

watchithappenthanreceiveonlythedevelopedprint.

Ioweyouawarning,andIwouldrathergiveittoyouonthefirst

page.Thisisnotamotivationalbook.Iamnotheretopromise

thatinfiveyearsyouwillbewhoyoudreamofbeing,nortosell

youaladderofstepstowardanimprovedversionofyourselfthat

livesinthefuture.Iamheretoargueanuncomfortable,contrary

ideawithyou:thatyoualreadyarewhoyouaretoday,inwhatyou

think,inwhatyoudo,andinwhatyourepeatwithoutnoticing.

Thereisno«trueself»waitingforyouaroundthecorneroftime.

Theonereadingthis,now,withthesehandsandthesehabits,is

theonlyonewhoexists.

3

TheVisibleSeams—Epilogue

Therearetwowaystosew:theonethathidesthethreadandthe

onethatshowsit.Thefirstwantsthegarmenttolookasifit

werebornwithouthands;thesecondleavesthestitchinplain

sight,becauseitknowstheseamisn’tthegarment’sflaw—it’s

theproofthatsomeonemadeit.Thisbookwassewnthesecond

way.Itoldyoufromthefirstpage:Iwasn’tgoingtowaituntilit

wasprintedtoshareitwithyou;Iwouldbuilditinplainsight,

withitsdrafts,itscrossed-outlines,anditsreasonswhy.Now,at

theend,Ioweyouthelasthonesty—thehardestone:tellingyou

whattheprocessdidtome.Becauseabookwrittenintheopen

doesn’tonlyedititself.Iteditstheonewhowritesit.

Ibeganbypromisingyouasentenceverifiedagainstthirty-five

sources:guardyourthoughts,fortheydefineyouractions;yourac-
tionsbecomehabits,andyourhabitsrevealwhoyouare.Iconfirmed

thatexactwordingexistednowhere,andIpublisheditwithitsev-

idencealongside.Thatwasthefirsteditofmysentence:theone

madebythemanwhowritesitandsignsit.Butbeforethatone

Ihadwrittenanother,onethatgovernedmeforyearsandcost
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That is why every claim in this book carries its source, its nuance

and, when needed, its limit. I am not interested in being right

by force; I am interested in having an idea that survives scrutiny.

I prefer a defensible idea to a comfortable one. And I prefer to

confess where all this comes from: not from a desk or a library,

but from a photo lab in Mexico two decades ago, and from a re-

covery that gavememy life back. The philosophy came afterward,

to explain what the body had already learned.

One more compass bearing before I let go of your hand. Further

on you will find a chapter of Terms and Conventions; I did not

put it at the beginning on purpose: this book will hand you each

word at the moment you need it, and back there they all live to-

gether for whenever you want to return to them.

Read slowly. What follows is work in progress, and I would rather

share it this way —imperfect and honest— than wait for every-

thing to be finished before starting to think with you.

— Roberto Ocampo

4

Recovery

Butwhat truly rebuilt mewere not the diagnoses, but a fewwords

I learned to practice, not merely to understand. Gratitude: to be

grateful not only for what I have, but for what I no longer have

to endure —not being in jail, not having had an accident, having

my family restored. Intentionality and delivery: two words I may

have heard but never inhabited; intention gives direction, deliv-

ery fulfills it here and now, against procrastination. Compassion:

which I believed reserved for God and which turned out to be a

capacity that is practiced. Assertiveness: a word that meant noth-

ing to me and that ended up savingmymarriage—from the brink

of separation, today I am more united and more in love with my

wife Sarahi than when she was my girlfriend. And grief: to un-

derstand that we grieve not only the dead, but the addiction we

release and the toxic bonds that kept us from being free.

Here is the connection that gives rise to the whole book: recovery

taught me, in my own flesh, that I am not the promise of who I

will be tomorrow —I am what I think, do and repeat today. «To-

morrow I’ll be better» was, for years, the exact lie that sustained

my addiction. The truth that gave memy life back is the opposite,

and it is the same one the motto articulates: your habits do not

promise your destiny, they reveal who you already are. That is why

this is not desk philosophy. It is a debt paid with the present.

— Roberto Ocampo
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Onagenticworkandtheuseofartificial-intelligencetoolsinthisstudy.

Thisbookiswrittenwiththehelpofartificialintelligence.Itell

yousoonthesecondpage,beforeyoureadanythingthatdepends

onit,andIwillexplainexactlyhow,soyouknowhowmuch

weighttogivewhatyouread.Inaprojectthatclaimstoprefer

defensibleideasovercomfortableones,hidingthemethodwould

beincoherent.Declaringitproperlyispartoftherigor.

First,whatthewordmeans.Anagentisanartificial-intelligence
programthatisgivenacompletetask—notaloosequestion—

andcarriesitoutinsteps:itsearches,cross-checks,organizes,

drafts,andreportswhatitdid.Agenticworkisexactlythat:del-

egatingwholetasksofresearchandpreparationtothesetools,un-

derhumandirectionandhumanreview.Inthisstudy,theagents

doveryconcretethings.Theysearchforandtriangulatesources:

whenIclaimedthatmyphraseexistedinnopriorcorpus,itwas

agentsthatcombedthroughthirty-fivesourcesintwolanguages

—academicdatabases,bookrepositories,quotationsites—and

5

Recovery

Apersonal,voluntarychapter.

Before«guardyourthoughts»wasaphraseIverifiedacrossthirty-

fivesources,itwassomethingIhadtolearnthehardway.The

roadthatchangedeverythingbeganwithonedecision.Idonot

tellthistoclaimmeritortoaskforpity;Itellitbecausewith-

outthatprocessthisbookwouldnotexist—andbecausewhatI

learnedthereis,wordforword,thephilosophyIdefend.

InanintensiveprogramIfirstunderstoodsomethingtechnical

thatfreedmefromshame:addictionisadiseaseofthemidbrain,

notsimplyafailureofcharacter.Itrequirespredispositionand

anenvironmentthatfeedsit.I,whohadcometobelievethatex-

cesswasadmirable,hadbeenputtingmyheadinthelion’smouth

withoutknowingit.Namingthedisease—givingittheexact

word—wasthefirstactofreclaimingsovereigntyovermyown

mind.Whatyouname,youcanlookintheeye;whatyousilence

governsyoufromtheshadows.
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brought me the evidence, classified, including the evidence that

could have proven me wrong. They verify citations and hang a

label on each one: verified, or pending verification. They formal-

ize terms: the entries for the Contrarian Thesis and for saudade
that you will read further on were born as agentic drafts over

my notes, which I corrected, pruning by pruning, until they said

what I actually hold. They speed up first drafts, translate between

Spanish and English, and keep in order the archive of knowledge

this book feeds on.

And now the line that is never crossed, because it is the one that

matters to you as a reader. Artificial intelligence does not decide

what I think, does not choose what I claim as my own, and does

not sign. The motto is mine; the three edits that set it apart from

the classic tradition are decisions I made and I defend; the Con-

trarian Thesis is my stance; the stories —the lab in Matamoros,

Francisco and his shoebox, the cloud invoice, the recovery— are

my life, told by me. The tool amplifies my judgment; it does not

replace it. When something in this book is wrong, the error will

be mine, because responsibility is not delegated. A very good

hammer makes no one a carpenter, nor does it carry the blame

for a wobbly table.

How is truthfulness controlled? With a simple protocol you al-

ready saw at work on the first page: every claim travels with its

source; every source carries its verification status; and the caveats

—the limits of what I can defend— are written out in full inside

the text, not in an errata sheet nobody reads. Where an attri-

6

Choosing — The Link That Does Not Break

bad ground — I’m still raising things on mud, like everyone. It

only changed where I rest the foundation. And that difference,

invisible from the outside, changes everything on the inside.

So here the map ends and yours begins. You’ve already seen your-

self in the four mirrors; you can no longer say you didn’t know.

What’s left is the one act no book can do for you: to cut. To

choose. Not tomorrow — today. I cannot dig for you, and I

wouldn’t even if I could: a borrowed foundation is just another

staff. But if, in cutting, you feel that you are no longer carrying

alone the weight that used to bend you, then you’ve found the

link. Think, and guard your thoughts. Decide, and guard the di-

rection of your cut. Choose the Light, and let it hold up what you

no longer have to hold up alone. You arrived here an individual;

you become a man the day you know what rock you’re standing

on. And the rock — if you believed me at least this much — was

never you. But it never left you alone, either.
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butionisdoubtful,Isayso.Whereaclassictextturnsouttobe

pseudo-epigraphic,Iflagit.Wheretheevidencedoesnotsupport

anaccusation,Itempertheaccusation.Noneofthatisguaran-

teedbyamachine:itisguaranteedbythecommitmentthatno

pageispublishedwithoutpassingthroughmyjudgment.Youcan

audittheresult,becausetheseamsareleftshowing.

Thereisadeeperreasonfortellingyouallthis,anditconnectsto

thethesisofthebook.Idefendsovereignty:overyourthoughts

andoveryourdata.Itwouldbestrangetodefenditwitharented

method.Thatiswhythisstudyruns,asfaraspossible,oninfras-

tructureofmyown—asmallbutfull-fledgeddatacenterIbuilt

myself:aserverlaboratorywithGPUinfrastructure,network-

ingandsystems,wheremylocalmodelsrun—,withoutsideassis-

tancewhereitgenuinelyhelps,andnotonblindfaithinsomeone

else’sblackbox.Anditisnotonlythemachinethatismine:the

methodistoo.Thiswayofworking—theauthoratthecenter,

givingtheinstructions,whiletheagentscarrytheheavyload—

Idesignedit,Idirectit,anditbelongstome;theprocessisa

creationofmine,notofthetool.Artificialintelligenceisthein-

strument—enormouslypowerful,butsubordinate—:itexecutes

undermyauthorshipandmyverification,itdoesnotdecidefor

me,itdoesnotsign,anditisneitherco-authornorownerof

anything.Iamneitheratechnophobenoradazzledconvert:ar-

tificialintelligenceseemstomeexactlywhatitis,anenormously

powerfultoolwitharesponsibleauthorinfrontofit.Usingit

withoutdeclaringitwouldbesmoke.Declaringit,showingyou

7

GuardYourThoughts

intosteel,butbecauseyoufinallytiedyourselftosomethingthat

doesn’tdependonyourstrengthtoholdyouup.

Andletmebringitdowntoearth,becausebedrockdoesn’tlive

insomeabstractsky:itlivesinakitchen.Itshowsitselftome

inSarahi,whenthedaycomesincrookedandhercalmdoesn’t

give—notbecauseshe’sfakingit,butbecauseshe’ssittingon

somethingdeeperthantheday’smood.Itshowsitselftomein

Ivania—inthatfaithchildrenhaveinyoubeforeyou’veearned

it,whichobligatesyoutoearnit—inmychildrenandinallmy

family.AndIwanttoleaveathank-youapart,withanameat-

tached:tomynieceNancy.Sometimeago,whenmymotherfell

ill,shewrotemealetterthatnamedinmeapropertyIhadnever

recognizedinmyself:thatofbeingsomeonecapableofoffering

attentionandofcaringforothers.Shehandedmebackasenseof

belongingIneverbelievedIhad—Iwasmissingattention,Iwas

missinginhabitingmyself—butwhich,accordingtoher,hadal-

waysbeenwithme.Youdon’tneedsharpeyes,ormuchlearning,

ortowaitforthelaststepofthestaircase,todiscoverthatthe

mostimportantthingalreadylivesinsideyou.Iwon’thandyou

theconclusion:gofindityourself,insideyourself.Thekeyisin

sensitivity,inobservation,incare,incultivatingyourself.That

letter,withoutmeaningto,invitedmetowritethisbook—not

forhersake,butformine.Itshowsitselfeveninthelab,inthe

smallhours,whensomethingfinallyworksandIcatchmyselfgiv-

ingquietthankstosomeonewhoisn’tontheproject’sorgchart.

ChoosingtheLightdidn’tgetmeoffthejobsiteortakeawaythe
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where it begins and where it ends, is the opposite of smoke: it is

the method laid on the table.

What follows, then, was written like this: the agents carried

bricks, and the one who drew the blueprints —who decided

where every wall goes, and who answers for the house— is me.

— Roberto Ocampo

8

Choosing — The Link That Does Not Break

gave that paralysis dressed up as abundance the name freedom.

No. Having every option open forever is not being free — that is

the industry where the «future-self» works, the kingdom of I’ll-

do-it-tomorrow. Free will is the act of cutting toward one single

thing. Not a menu: a cut. And of all the possible cuts, the one

that holds me up is not choosing this or that. It is choosing the

Light. Choosing God above all things — not as one more option

on the list, but as the cut that orders the whole list.

Don’t misunderstand me, because it’s easy to here. This is not the

grace that falls on a sleeping man, nor the muscle that lifts on its

own. We already said it: rebirth is co-creation, a contract of two

parties. God fulfills His part with the divine strength of letting

you wake up every day — the raw gift of one more day, the wind

that blows where it wishes. But it’s you who has to act. You who

cuts. You who sets the weight on the pile and not on the staff.

That’s why Nicodemus’s rebirth wasn’t a bolt of lightning: it was

night, then a half-step, then full light — «is being renewed,» in

the gerund. And that’s why choosing God isn’t a signature you

stamp once, either. It’s a decision you practice every morning,

with the same humble tools you already know, the ones I learned

to call decisions of Light: listening to yourself instead of listening

to whoever doesn’t matter; naming the fog; deciding today, not

tomorrow; and repeating. The difference is that now the weight

of those acts no longer rests on you alone, trembling: it runs down

the pile to the rock. You choose — and you don’t carry it all your-

self. That is the link that does not break. Not because you turned
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InMay2026Ididwhatanyhonestthinkershoulddobeforesign-

inganidea:researchitthoroughly,willingtoloseit.Iwantedto

knowwhetherthephraseIhadformulated—theonethatsums

uphowIunderstandtherelationshipbetweenthought,habitand

identity—wastrulymine,orwhetherIhadhearditsomewhere

andmemoryhadhandeditbacktomedisguisedasadiscovery.

Thatquestionisnotvanity;itishonesty.Signingasmyownwhat

belongstoanotheristheoneformofplagiarismthatwouldtruly

shameme.

Theanswerwasnuanced,andthenuancesmatter.Theconcep-

tualarchitecture—thechainthatrunsfromthoughttohabitand

fromhabittocharacter—wasnotoriginal:itbelongstoavener-

ablepublic-domaintradition,documentedatleastsinceTryon

Edwards(c.1870)andpopularizedbyFrankOutlaw(1977).But

theexactwording,withitspreciseverbsanditsparticularclos-

ing,was.Thirty-fivesourcesreviewedinSpanishandEnglish:

academicdatabases,bookrepositories,quotationsites,socialnet-

works,thefamousQuoteInvestigator.TheverdictIassignedmy-

9
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HereIhavetoweigheveryword,becauseI’mstandingonthe

groundwherethisbookslipsthemost.Ihaven’tcometosellyou

ananswer;I’vecometoconfessmine.Forme,thatfirmstratum,

thatbedrockbeneaththemud,isthedivineapproach.Idon’t

sayitasaverdictoradoctrine:Isayitassomeonereportingthe

resultofalong,badlydesignedexperimentthatwasme.This

isn’tareligiousbook—it’sabookofphilosophyandofbeing

—butIalreadyconfessedittoyouwithNicodemusandIwon’t

takeitback:I,particularly,amabeliever;IthinkIalwayshave

beenandalwayswillbe.Andtheonechoicethatturnedout,

inmywholehistory,tobetrulywisewaschoosingHim.«With

God,everything;withoutGod,nothing,»wentasayingfrommy

homelandthatIheardasachildwithoutunderstandingitand

understoodasanadultwithoutmeaningto.Ifyourrockcarries

anothername,Ihaven’tcometoargueyououtofit.Ionlyask

ofyouwhatthejobsitedemandedofme:thatyounotlookfor

itinthetoplayer.Thatyoudigdowntosomethingthatdoesn’t

dependonyourstrength—oryourluck—toholdyouup.

Lookcloselyattheverb,becausethewholechapterishiddenin-

sideit.Choose,bywayofelect,comesfromtheLatineligere—
ex-legere,toreadoutward,tosetapartbyreading—thesameges-

tureastellingwheatfromtaresbytheheadofgrain.Anddecide

comesfromdecidere,fromcaedere:tocut.Decidingiscutting.

Everytruedecisionamputatesthemenu.Andhereismyquar-

relwithalmosteverythingtheycallfreedomtoday:weweresold

freewillasanendlessrestaurantmenu,aninfinitescroll,andwe
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self, with the rigor one signs a technical report with, wasCategory

2 — Defensible Authorship with Caveat, HIGH confidence: the

phrase, as I wrote it, appears in no prior corpus consulted.

But what is truly interesting is not the originality of the wording.

Anyone can rearrange words. What is interesting are the three

philosophical decisions that set my version apart from the classic

chain, because each of them is a stance on time, on action, and

on who you are. I did not change the words for style. I changed

them because I think differently!

First edit — «define» instead of «will be-

come»

The classic version lives in the future: «your thoughts will become
your words». That future is not innocent. It implies a temporal

process, a cause that sows here and reaps later, over there. It tells

you: think well today so that something good happens tomorrow.

There is a built-in delay, a deferred promise.

I wrote «define», in the active present, and the difference is the

whole difference. The thought does not wait to produce its effect:

it already determines the act at the very moment of its execu-

tion. When you think with contempt, you are already despising;

when you think with care, you are already caring. There is no

«later» to which consequences are postponed. It is, in philosoph-

ical terms, the difference between Bergson —for whom being is

process, becoming, flow— and Aristotle, for whom the being of
10
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raise something that will last on bad ground — and nearly every

ground worth building on is bad: soft, shifting, made of fill —

you cannot rest the foundation on the first firm layer that shows

up, because that firmness is borrowed: it holds until it rains. The

honest engineer does something else: he drives piles down, cuts

through the mud, and does not stop until he hits the stratum that

will not give — bedrock, what was there before you and will still

be there after. The foundation does not rest on the ground you

see; it rests on what lies beneath the ground. That is, word for

word, the debt I left you in the chapter on the Friend, when I told

you in passing that a foundation, however hard the ground looks,

must sit on structures of greater strength — and I promised you

that wasn’t that day’s subject. Today it is. Today I pay the debt.

Because my whole life I looked for support in the top layer. In

the friend who handed my compliment back to me. In the round

of drinks that confirmed me. In the validation of people who had

never beaten their own fears. In my own ego, the cheapest flat-

terer of all, because it charges no cover. We already saw how that

ends: the day you load your full weight onto it, the staff breaks.

The chain always snaps at its weakest link, and I spent years forg-

ing chains out of borrowed links. That’s why the question that

closes this book isn’t how to find stronger links. It’s simpler and

more terrible: does a link exist that never breaks? A support that

isn’t a staff. One that, when you set the entire weight of a life on

it, does not give — because it isn’t made of you, or of anyone who

could ever fail you.
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athingshowsinitsact(energeia)andnotinitsmerepossibility

(dynamis).IchoseAristotle,butIdraggedhimtohislastconse-

quences:nopotentialcountsasidentity.Onlywhatyouenact

counts.

Secondedit—removing«words»

Theclassicchaininsertsalinkbetweenthoughtandaction:

words.«Guardyourthoughtsbecausetheybecomeyourwords,
andyourwordsbecomeyouractions.»Iremovedthatlink,and

notoutofawishtosimplifyortosavesyllables.Iremoveditout

ofconviction.

Ibelievethoughtsneednotbeverbalizedtoexpressthemselves

inconduct.Actionisdirect,notmediatedbylanguage.Ihave

seenpeoplewhosaytherightwordsandactwithcruelty,and

otherswhoneverarticulatetheirkindnessandpracticeittire-

lessly.Wordscanbeamask;theactcannot.IfIleftwordsinthe

chain,Iwouldbesuggestingthatspeakingwellisenoughtolive

well.Itisnot.Betweenwhatyouthinkandwhatyoudothereis

notranslator:thereisimmediatecontinuity.Removing«words»

isremovingthealibi.

11
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Wegotherebywayofmirrors.Four,tobeexact—andtheorder

wasnoaccident.Firstthecorner,thatroomofmiserywhereyou

seeyourselfforthefirsttimewithnodecorationon.Thenthe

animal,whomwelearnedtocallbyhisnamewithoutfearand

withouthatred,soastoevolvehiminsteadofkillinghim.Then

thefriend,withthetaresthatgrowbesidehimuntiltheyhead

—becauseit’sthefruit,notthewords,thatrevealswhosomeone

is.Andlast,thecraftofbeinghere,rightonthespot,plantedin

theonlyinstantyoutrulyhave.Fourmirrors,fourtimesyousaw

yourselfwithnowaytolietoyourself.Butifyou’vewalkedwith

methisfar,youalreadyknowwhatnomirrorisgoingtotellyou:

seeingyourselfisnotthesameasholdingyourselfup.Youcan

knowyourselfbyheartandstillcollapse.What’smissingisthe

decision.Therealone.Theonlyone.

LetmetellittoyoufromwhereIunderstoodit,whichiswhereI

understandalmosteverything:fromajobsite.Whenyouwantto
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Third edit — «reveal who you are» instead of

«your destiny»

The classic closing is «your destiny». That word drags centuries

of fatalism behind it: a trajectory toward something external to

be reached or missed, a written ending that we can only fulfill.

Destiny always looks ahead, toward a point that is not yet.

I wrote «reveal who you are», in the present. The chain does not

culminate in a promised future but in a truth about the current

self. Your habits are not the seed of who you will be: they are the

evidence of who you already are today. A habit is a thought you

repeated so many times that it stopped asking your permission.

So if you want to know who you are, do not look at your inten-

tions or your plans: look at what you do when no one is forcing

you. There you are, whole, with no alibi and no promise.

12

Right on the Spot — The Craft of the Present

collecting only against you. Themark that’s yours to hit is right in

front of you now — in the work you left half-done, in the eyes of

the people you love — and you don’t need any more preparation

than you already carry: you need to throw. Don’t let the man

in the pressed jacket answer for you one more time. Guard your

thoughts — and then spend them. Today, not tomorrow. Today!
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Thecaveat,spelledoutinfull

IdonotwantanyofthesethreeeditstosoundasifIinvented

thewheel.Thestructurethoughttohabittocharacteristhe

commonpatrimonyofthinkinghumanity.Mycontributionis

aphilosophicallydifferentiatedreformulation—threedeliberate

decisionsabouttimeandidentity—notadirectderivationnora

discoveryfromscratch.Isayithere,inthefirstchapter,because

intellectualhonestyisnotafootnote:itisthebackboneofevery-

thingthatfollows.Anideathatneedstohideitslineagedoesnot

deserveyourtrust.

13
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meout:achilddoesnotacceptthefuture-you.Thefatherwho

says«tomorrow,Ipromise»isnousetoher—that’sthemanin

thepressedjacketagain,theonewhopromisestoyourfaceand

isabsentontheinside.Theonlypresentachildrecognizesisthe

oneyouexerciseinfrontofher,today,withfullattentionand

thephonefaraway.Nolabcountsthere:themarkisinhereyes,

andeitheryouhititnoworyoulostit,becausethatinstantisn’t

savedtoanybackup.Mylabtaughtmetoaimmyattention;my

familytaughtmewheretotrulyaimit—anditalsotaughtme

howmuchithurt,everyminutethatshow-offgaveawaylooking

somewhereelse.

I’llclosewherethisbookcloseseverytime,becauseIknowno

betterwaytosayit.Rightonthespotismythreeverbsrunning

atonce,inasinglegesture.Think—andguardyourthoughts,

becausethat’swheretheaimgetssharpened.Act—andguard

theresults,becausethat’swhereyoufindoutwhetheryouhitthe

markortheair.Inhabit—becauseinhabitingthepresentisnot

restinginit,itisexercisingit.That’sthewholechain,linkby

link:theguardedthoughtmadetheact,therepeatedactmade

thehabit,andthehabitputyourhandwhereitneededtobe.So

thatwhensomeonefromoutsidewatchesyouwork—thesteady

hand,thecleanattention,thewinwithoutnoise—theydon’t

sayyougotlucky.Letthemsay,withoutknowingeverythingit

costyou:rightonthespot.Andmayyou,ontheinside,knowthe

wholetruth:itwasn’tagiftforaimyouwerebornwith.Itwas

thechain,finallycollectinginyourfavor,aftersomanyyearsof
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I. Twenty-Six Hours

I want to open this chapter with a confession, because it would

be dishonest to write it any other way. In June 2026, I —the

man writing a book called Guard Your Thoughts— signed a five-

thousand-dollar contract and a twelve-month loan without read-

ing the fine print. I did it inside a twenty-six-hour window. And

almost everything in me knew, even as I did it, that something

didn’t add up.

I’m not telling this to humiliate myself. I’m telling it because it’s

living proof of this book’s thesis: that the first place they catch

you is not your wallet, it’s your thinking. If I —with twenty-four

years of solving technical problems, professionally suspicious of

«cheap hooks that end up costing fortunes,» themanwho tells his

own clients that the cloud is perpetual rent disguised as a deal—

if I walked almost all the way down the funnel, then no one is

immune. And that, precisely, is what the smoke industry under-

stands better than anyone.

14
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why trained attention pays out on the outside: every clean deci-

sion I make today in the lab — what to build and what to let die,

what to automate and what to tend by hand, when to shut thema-

chine down and when to shut myself down — is the late fruit of

old hours of silence that at the time seemed to serve no purpose.

The dark corner was the negative; today’s win is the developed

print. There is no print without a darkroom— and no darkroom

is worth anything if you never bring the copy out into the light.

Watch out, though, for the twin trap, which is subtle andwaits for

you right here. Hitting the mark is not living in urgency, running

from fire to fire wearing an important face. That’s pure display:

the same show-off as before, now dressed up as a busy man —

the one who confuses sweat with the noise of sweat. True aim

is the opposite of noise: doing what’s needed, when it’s needed,

and letting go of everything else — the wu wei we already worked
with, «acting without forcing», paired with the Stoic who puts

his strength only where it belongs. Right on the spot doesn’t mean

doing everything; it means doing the one thing this instant asks
for, with the whole hand, without letting it get distracted by the

ten things that aren’t yours right now. Conscious delivery: a fruit

set on the table today, not promised for next dinner.

And there’s a place where I check whether any of this is true, or

whether I’m just telling myself a nice story: home. Sarahi doesn’t

measure me by the servers I power up — she measures me by

whether I’m there, really there, when I’m there. And with Ivania

I learned the hardest lesson about aim, the one that still wrings
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Letmereconstructthetwenty-sixhours,becausethemechanics

matter.

Itallstartedwithavideo.OneofthoseYouTubevideoswhere

asupremelyconfidentmanexplainsthattheproblemisn’tyou,

it’syourmethod;thatthereexistsa«neuro-emotional»wayof

sellingthatmultipliesyourresultsbythree,byfive,byten.A

lotofmoneypromisedand,curiously,noconcretebusiness:the

businessissecondary,andhe’stheonewhohandsyouthemethod.

Belowthevideo,atwenty-seven-dollarbook—a«BlackBook.»

Idownloadeditwithoutthinkingtwice:Ispendthatmuchon

coffee.ButtodownloaditIhandedovermyemail,myphone

number,andmyconsenttoreceivecallsandmessages.Thevideo

sellsthemethod;thetwenty-seven-dollarbookbuysyourphone

number.Thatmandatoryopt-inwastherealtransaction:Ihadn’t

boughtabook,Ihadturnedintoalead.

Whatfollowedmovedfast.Aninvitationtoscheduleacall,

presentednotasasalescall—thatwouldhavetriggeredmy

defenses—butasan«AssessmentCall,»anevaluation:asifI

weretheoneapplying,theoneaskingtobeaccepted.Thepower

dynamicwasinvertedfromthefirstminute.Onthecall,the

closer—becausethat’swhathewas,a«high-ticketcloser,»a

professionaltrainedtopersuadeoncommission,thoughhistitle

read«SeniorSpecialist»—didn’tpressuremecrudely.Quite

theopposite:heaskedmequestions.Manyquestions.About

myfrustrations,mygoals,themoneyIwasleavingonthetable

bynotknowinghowtosell.Ifeltheard.Andwhenaperson
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straight,buildingthemoststubbornpieceofthesovereignlab

thatnowrunsinmydatacenter,notmyhouse:theserversthat

carrymyAgTechwork,themachinethatlearnsalongsideme,the

cornerofsiliconwhereideasstopbeingconversationandbecome

athingthatworks.Twenty-sixhours.I’mnottellingyouthis

tobragabouttheendurance—youalreadysawwherebragging

leads,youalreadymetthemaninthepressedjacket.I’mtelling

youtheopposite.Becauseathourtwenty-two,whenthebody

startsnegotiatingandthemindstartsinventingshortcuts,you

findoutwhohadbeenguardinghisthoughtsandwhohadmerely

beendecoratingthem.Thetiredmanwhonevercultivatedhim-

selfgrowssloppy,stubborn,picksfightswiththemachine.The

onewhotrainedhisattentiondoestheopposite:henarrows,he

cleanshouse,hethrowsouteverythingthatisn’tthisminute’s

problem,andhehitsthemark.Iunderstooditthatnight,andI

understooditwithasting:mentaledgeisnotprovenatrest—

it’sprovenatwear.Innerdisciplineisn’tfortheeasydays.Itis

preciselythesavingsyouspendathourtwenty-two,theonesthat

well-dressedshow-offneverhad,becauseheneverputanyaway.

Let’stiethistothechainthathasheldupthewholebook,because

rightonthespotisnotatalent—itisthelastlink.Theguarded

thoughtdefinestheact;therepeatedactbecomeshabit;andthe

habit,onceitmatures,iswhatonedayhandsyoutheaimwith-

outyourhavingtothinkit.Noonehitsthemarkbyinspiration.

Hehitsitbecauseforyearsheputordertowhathethought,and

thatordercamedownintohishandsandbecameacraft.That’s
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feels heard, the industry’s own literature says, price stops being a

barrier.

At the end of that conversation there was an offer. And along-

side the offer, an elegant solution to the uncomfortable detail

that I didn’t have five thousand liquid dollars to spend: financ-

ing. «Learn now, pay later.» A third-party company —a fin-

tech, real, legitimate— approved my loan in minutes. I signed

the agreement with an e-signature. I signed the loan. The system

welcomed me: «You’re in.» Messages from the founder in the

community. Onboarding. Auto-pay activated.

Twenty-six hours: from video to debt. Four thousand nine

hundred eighty-eight dollars financed, monthly payments of

four hundred fifty-three, a total of five thousand four hundred

forty-one with interest. A contract that, read afterward —

afterward, always afterward— stated in plain language: «all sales
are final, no refund, cancellations, exchanges or credit will be issued.»
Final sale. And a loan that, per that same contract, survives any

cancellation of the course. Even if I had second thoughts and

returned everything, the debt would still be mine.

I was not defrauded. This matters enough that I will repeat it

several times in this chapter, because honesty is the only solid

ground I have: the company is real, the founder is a real person,

the method exists, the book exists and has good reviews. Nobody

robbed me. I signed. I, with my twenty-four years of professional

suspicion, clicked «accept.»

16

Right on the Spot — The Craft of the Present

a workshop. Introspection that never turns into action is one of

the finest scams the smoke industry runs: it sells you hours of con-

templation as though the act of contemplating yourself already

amounted to having changed, when the only thing that changes a

man is what he does, today, with his hands. Trained attention is

not kept as a trophy; it is spent as a tool. And when you spend it

well — when you aim it at what this instant requires and not at

yesterday’s ghost or tomorrow’s— attention becomes aim. That is

right on the spot: not a lucky shot, but the natural result of having
guarded your thoughts long enough that the hand already knows

where to go on its own.

And here comes the correction that cost me flesh. I used to be-

lieve the present was a place where you rest — the famous «live

in the now» they hand out at every retreat. That’s a lie, or half a

lie. The present is not a beach: it is a craft. You don’t inhabit it by

reclining in it; you inhabit it by exercising it, the way you exercise

a trade with your hands. The carpenter isn’t «present» by staring

at the wood with a peaceful face; he is present because the plane

goes exactly where it must, not a millimeter more. A well-lived

present looks a lot more like sweat than incense. That’s why I dis-

trust the calm that produces nothing: I already told you this in

other words — what is still and calm does not prosper. Now is

not where you lower your arms. It’s where you use them.

I owe you a scene, because this book doesn’t believe in theses with-

out a body. There was a stretch— not the only one, but one of the

ones you remember — when I worked twenty-six hours almost
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That’swhyI’mwritingthis.Becausetheinterestingquestionisn’t

«wasIdefrauded?»Thequestionis:howdoesamantrainedto
distrusthandoverfivethousanddollarsinunderaday,toasystem
thatunderstoodmythoughtsbetterthanIwasguardingthem?

Theansweristhisentirechapter.

II.TheAnatomyofSmoke

WhenIfinallysatdown,toolate,todowhatIshouldhavedone

before—research,read,takethemachineapartpiecebypiece,

whichiswhatIdowithanysystemIdon’tunderstand—Idiscov-

eredIhadn’tfallenintoanimprovisedtrap.Ihadfallenintoan

architecture.Oneofthemostfinelytunedthatexists.Andlike

anygoodsystem,onceyouseethediagram,youcanneveragain

notseeit.

Thehigh-ticketcoachingfunnel—high-ticketinfo-coaching—has

partswithpropernames,andeachoneperformsanexactfunc-

tion.

ItbeginswiththeVSL,theVideoSalesLetter.Itisnotaninforma-

tionalvideo;itispersuasionatscale,asynchronous,runningby

itselfdayandnight.Theindustrydescribesitwithoutshameinits

ownmanuals:ashortvideothat«hitsthepainpointsandbuilds

urgency,»designedforoffersoffivethousanddollarsormore,

whichonceproducedisevergreenand«generatesleadseveryday.»
Sometimesthereisn’tevenavideo:there’saprerecordedwebinar
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corner,lookinginward.Itendsoutside,intheworld,hittingthe

mark.

Letmepaintyouthatman,becauseIknowhimupclose—Iwas

himforyears,andeverysooftenhestillknocksonthedoor.He

istheaddictofgoodmanners,themaninthepressedjacket,the

show-offwhoarriveslatetohisownlifeandsitsdowntotellit

asifhe’dalreadylivedit.Hetalksabouttheprojecthe’sgoingto

build,thebodyhe’sgoingtotakecareof,thefatherhe’sgoingto

be—allinthefuture,alwaysinthefuture,becausethefutureasks

nothingofhishands.Hebragsabouthardshipsheneverendured

andpunchesheneverthrew;heconfusesnoisewiththework,ap-

plausewiththefruit,thepromisewiththebread.Ontheoutside

heshines.Ontheinsideasaddustkeepspilingup,thedustof

thingshesworetoandnevertouched.AndItellyouthiswith-

outcontempt,withthekindofacheinthechestthatcomesfrom

recognizingyourownoldfaceintheportrait:itstirsbothten-

dernessandangeratonce,becausethatmanwasn’tstupidorbad

—hewasawholemanslowlywastinghimself,furnishingwith

vanitiesaroomheneverdecidedtoinhabit.Thedeepestlonging

Icarryisn’tforwhatIlostoutthere.It’sfortheyearsIspent

asthatwell-dressedgentleman,postponingmyselfwithasmile,

whiletheclockkeptchargingquietlyandnevergavechange.

Letmeputittoyouplainly,becausethisisthethesisandIdon’t

wantitlostamongtheanecdotes.ForpagesI’veaskedyouto

observe,toexamine,tositwiththeanimalinthedark.Good—

that’sthebeginning.Butthecornerisnotahammock—itis
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passing itself off as live. It is not a video that informs you; it is a

salesman who never sleeps.

Next comes the renamed call. The industry documents this it-

self: the «strategy session» or «clarity call» is sold as «clarity over

persuasion,» as if it were coaching and not selling. And there’s

a line I found in the sector’s own literature that left me cold, be-

cause it was a warning between professionals: don’t manipulate the
prospect on the call, those tricks can backfire with sophisticated buyers.
That they need to warn against manipulation tells you everything

about how normal it is. They call it an evaluation when it is a

hunt, and the one being evaluated offers up his own neck.

Then there’s the closer. Many work on pure commission —ten,

fifteen, twenty percent of each sale— no salary, no guarantee. The

role became so profitable that there’s now a course sold to turn
you into a closer: another layer of the same business, selling the

how-to-sell to the one who sells the how-to-sell. The only safe

product in this industry is the course for selling it.

And above everything sits the value ladder. The concept is bril-

liant in its cold logic: nobody buys something expensive from a

stranger, so you enter through a free or cheap offer —the bait,

my twenty-seven-dollar «Black Book»— and climb from there.

A hundred-dollar-a-month course. A three-thousand-dollar pro-

gram. A twenty, thirty-thousand-dollar inner circle. The eco-

nomic engine is the advertising flywheel: they can spend fortunes

on ads to attract you at near-loss, because they know a percentage
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«Excellence is not an act, but a habit.» — attributed to Will Durant,

glossing Aristotle (Nicomachean Ethics, II)

There is a phrase that comes out of me on its own, in English,

when something finally lands: «Right on the spot!» I say it when

a server that had been down for days boots back up; when a de-

cision I’d been postponing resolves itself in a minute because its

exact moment finally arrived; when the word I was looking for

shows up and needs no correcting. It isn’t a salesman’s tic. It is, if

you pushme, the other face of theman I used to be— the onewho

covered with noise what he still hadn’t done, who bragged about

the punch before he threw it, and often instead of throwing it.

That man decorated; this one builds. That one named a tomor-

row; this one names a win that has already happened. It took

me almost the whole book to understand why that little phrase,

said into the air of my lab, is the destiny of everything I’ve been

preaching to you: guarding your thoughts does not end in the
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willclimbtheladderandpayfortheexpensivebackend.Youpay

foreveryrung;theladderbelongstothem.

There’sonemorepiece,andit’stheonethathurtmosttorecog-

nize,becauseitcutsstraightintothisbook’sthesis:therationing

ofknowledge.Inthejargonit’scalleddripcontent.Theydon’t

handyouallthematerialatonce;theyreleaseitonacalendar,

weekbyweek.Thejustification?Pedagogical,theysay,andit’s

trueinpart:spacedlearningisrealanditworks.Butthedocu-

mentationfromthecourseplatformsthemselvessayssomething

elseinplainlanguage:drippingcontent«reducesrefunds,»keeps

thestudentfrom«downloadingeverythingandthenaskingfor

arefund.»Inotherwords:knowledgeisrationed,inpart,so

youcan’tevaluatewhatyouboughtbeforeyourrefundwindow

expires.Twomotivesatonce—onehonest,onecommercial—

livinginsidethesamegesture;thatambiguityisthesoulofthis

entireindustry.Theydripyoutheknowledgesothatyourright

toreturnitevaporatesfirst.

Ibuildsystems.Servers,networks,infrastructure.AndIrecog-

nizeawell-designedsystemwhenIseeone.Thesmokefunnelisa

well-designedsystem.It’snotmagic,andit’snotcrudefraud.It’s

persuasionengineering,assembledpiecebypieceoveracentury.

Andtounderstandwhereitcamefrom,wehavetolookback.
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threshing-sledgetooiscompany.Butdonotdeceiveyourself,and

donotallowyourselftopostponehimortopostponeyourselfin

theprocess.Andwhensomeonefromoutsideseesyouandsees

youractions,lethimrecognizeyourlegacyasanexampleoflife

—notbecauseyouarebetterthantheyare,butbecauseyouknew

howtoenjoylifetothefullestandmadethemostofthetime

inthisspacetobetteryourself.Think,andguardyourthoughts.

Act,andguardtheresults.Havegoodhabits,andwiththemin-

habityourlife.Youarrivedhereasanindividual;letitshow,in

yourfriendshipstoo,thatyouarenowaman.
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III. The Lineage

None of this is new. What happened to me in twenty-six hours is

the 2026 version of a business nearly a hundred years old, and the

lineage is consistent enough to be chilling. The same intellectual

DNA, repeated generation after generation.

The founding father is Napoleon Hill, with Think and Grow
Rich, from 1937. He practically invented the «get-rich-with-

your-mind» genre. The problem —and I say this on evidence

gathered by journalists who dug through the court records of

his era— is that Hill was also a documented con man: a timber

fraud he fled from creditors over, an arrest for altering checks,

an unaccredited «school» with arrest warrants attached, FTC

charges against his ownmagazine. And the very heart of his myth

—that Andrew Carnegie received him in 1908 and commissioned

a twenty-year study of success— has no evidence behind it at

all. Carnegie’s definitive biographer, David Nasaw, was blunt:

«I found no evidence of any kind that Carnegie and Hill ever met.»
Hill’s own official biographers admit the famous interview was

«largely fiction.» Conveniently, Hill never claimed that meeting

until after Carnegie was dead and could no longer deny it.

The man who invented the genre of «mind your thoughts to get

rich» lied about the origin of his own authority. This isn’t a detail.

It’s the pattern.

From there the lineage branches off with almost genetic cleanli-

ness, and it can be told in a single breath. Nightingale distills Hill
20
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The question of the foundation remains, because if the weak link

is the part of me that needs the flattery, where does one lean then?

Modern psychology measured what the corner already knew: our

self-esteem works as an inner gauge of acceptance —we seek ap-

proval from the factory, it is human and it is not the sin; the prob-

lem is handing it the wheel, because a worth that depends on

others’ approval is left at the mercy of whoever administers that

approval —and the flatterer is, precisely, the one who hacks that

gauge. The validation of third parties who never overcame their

own fears cannot sustain the weight of a life: a foundation, how-

ever hard the ground, must sit on structures of greater strength.

For me —I already confessed it to you in the previous chapter

and I do not take it back— that structure is the divine approach:

the only true and honest decision of free will is to choose God

above all things, and it is no accident that the Gospel keeps for

friendship its highest step: «no longer will I call you servants…

I have called you friends.» That is the pattern-friendship against

which the others are calibrated: the one that tells you the truth

and stays.

The close of this chapter I dictated before knowing all you have

just read, and after investigating it I do not change a comma —

only now I know why it was true. Spend time with that friend

without judging him. Love him as yourself —which is, well read,

the most demanding standard of all: if you learned to love your-

self by caring for yourself, to love him will be to care for him,

not to applaud his chaff. Grow with his company, because the
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ontoarecord—«webecomewhatwethinkabout,»1956—and

openstheeraofmotivationalaudio.Ziglarputsthesalesmanon

stage.Robbinstakeshimtothestadium—andleavestwenty-one

pairsoffeetburnedonthecoals.Kiyosakiconfessesthattherich

dadofRichDadPoorDadwasacharacter.Cardoneturns«10X»
intoabrandandtodayfacesasecurities-fraudlawsuit.Belfort,

therealWolfofWallStreet,getsoutofprisonandsellspersua-

sioncourses.Sixnames,onesingleproduct.

Andattheendofthechain,today,istheversionthatcaught

me:theguruwhoisn’tacriminalfraudsteroraconmanwitha

record,butsomethingmoresubtle.Agenuinelytalentedsales-

man,witharealbookandarealcompany,whoseonlysin—but

it’sasinthatdefineseverything—isthathismarketingapparatus

inflatesandrewriteshisownstory.Student-countfiguresthat

growwithnoauditfromversiontoversion—fromonehundred

eightythousandtofourhundredfifty-ninethousand,depending

onwhereyouread.Therankingof«theforty-fifthoutofahun-

dredmillionsalespeople,»whosesourcenoonenames.Thecor-

porate«topearner»narrativethat,whenyouscratchit,wasborn

insidemulti-level-marketingcompaniessuedoverallegedpyra-

midschemes.Theoriginal«neuro-emotional»methodthat,ac-

cordingtocritics,isarepackagingofanearliercoursethatcost

tentimesless.

Theconnectingthreadsarealwaysthesame.Anideainherited

fromacenturyago,repaintedasnovelty.Aborrowedorinvented

authority.Extraordinaryreturnsattributedtothemethod,im-
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Andsowhatdoesonedowiththeantipodefriend—cuthimoff,

givehimthespeech,blockhim?HereiswhereImustweighevery

word,becausemyanswerisno,andIknowitcontradictshalfof

self-help.Tocutoffwouldbetojudge;itwouldbetotakeaside

thatisnotyourstotake.Theparableofthetaresendswitha

disconcertingorder:donotpullthemup—letthewheatandthe

taresgrowtogetheruntiltheharvest—andIsubscribetoitwith

anengineer’sprecision:youcanaccompanythatindividualin

yourlife,butyourcompanyshouldcausehimnopostponement

inhislife,norshouldhecausepostponementinyours.Thatisthe

wholeborder,inoneline.Tocoexistwithopeneyesisnottokeep

silent:withoutjudgingmeanswithoutcondemning,notwithout

speaking—thetruthspokenwithloveisnotajudgment,itisa

medicine,andthewoundsoftheonewholovesarefaithful.But

oncethetruthisspoken,therestisnotyours.Eventuallythose

roadswillhavetoseparateontheirown,anditwillbedestiny—

whichisnothingotherthantheresultofone’sacts,one’shabits,

ofwhateachoneinhabitsandlives—thatcarriesthetarewhereit

belongsandshowstheotherhisfruits,forthegoodofhisperson,

inthepresentorinthefuture.Becausejustasamanplantsa

fruittreehewillneverseebearfruit,sotooonecanlivesoundly,

withamindfreeofconflict,allowingeverythingtobedoneeven

ifyoudonottakepartinit.Itisnotwithinyourrighttojudge,

tocut,nortodoanykindofharm—neithertoyourbrothernor

toyourperson.
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possible to audit. And regulatory scrutiny that chases down the

worst cases decade after decade: the FTC dismantling «business

education» schemes worth a hundred twenty-five million, three

hundred sixty-two million, one point two billion. The damage is

real, it’s documented, and it’s old.

What changes is only the funnel’s technology. From books to

records, from records to seminars, from seminars to television,

from television to YouTube and the loan approved in minutes.

The promise is the same as in 1937: think correctly and wealth

will come. What’s never there, in any version, is the concrete

business that produces that wealth. Only the method for selling

it.

IV. The Spectrum of Coercion

Here I have to stop and be very careful, because it’s easy —and

tempting— to slide into defamation, and defamation is the op-

posite of guarding your thoughts. When you feel deceived, the

instinctive reaction is to shout «cult!», «I was brainwashed!» I

felt it. And precisely because I felt it, I forced myself to inves-

tigate before accusing. What I found made me turn the volume

down, and I think that turning-down is one of the most honest

gifts I can give you as a reader.

There is no clean line between «legitimatemarketing» and «cult.»

There is a spectrum. And placing yourself correctly on that spec-

trum is the difference between thinking and reacting.

22

The Good Friend

The acid test Plutarch gave and any life confirms: the flatterer

clings to fortune —he appears with your success and evaporates

in your misfortune; the friend, the reverse. And the day you are

no longer there to put in the energy that keeps that relationship

alive, the relationship cracks, is lost —and if your identity hung

from it, you fall again into your own postponing. You are what

is most important; you are the only thing one truly has, and you

must inhabit yourself.

There is a word I kept for this point because its etymology does

the work of an entire chapter: tribulation. It comes from the Latin

tribulum: the threshing-sledge —the wooden platform with sharp

stones dragged over the harvest to separate grain from chaff. To

tribulate was, before it meant to suffer, to thresh. And there it

is, hidden in the word, the difference between the two possible

companies: the good friend and tribulation do exactly the same

work —they pass over you, yes, but to separate your grain from

your chaff; the flatterer does the opposite work: he mixes them

for you, packages the chaff for you as if it were harvest, and ap-

plauds it. «Faithful are the wounds of a friend; deceitful the kisses

of an enemy,» says the proverb, and I know no better summary

of this chapter.1 Iron sharpens iron. The truthful friend is a whet-

stone: friction that polishes. The flatterer is sandpaper in reverse:

he leaves you smooth on the outside and without an edge within.

1The most complete biblical praise of the friend is in Sirach 6:14-16 —«a
faithful friend is the medicine of life»— a deuterocanonical book: some Chris-
tian traditions do not count it among the Scriptures, and that is why I cite it
here at the foot and not in the body. The image needs no credential: medicine,
not dessert.
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Thespectrumhasthreestations,andit’sworthnamingthem

quicklybeforewalkingthem.Atoneend,legitimateaggressive

marketing:itusesthepersuasionprinciplesthepsychologist

RobertCialdinicataloguedfourdecadesago—reciprocity,social

proof,authority,scarcity—,andthelineisn’tinusingscarcity

butinwhetherthescarcityisreal;itsfuelishype,thenoise

thatpromisesmorethanitweighs.Inthemiddle,multi-level

marketing,MLM:legal,butdesignedsothatalmosteveryone

loses—anAARPsurveyfoundthreeoutoffourparticipants

withnogainatall.Andatthefarend,thegenuinecoercive

group:rare,extreme,and—thisisthecrucialpart—notwhere
thesalescoachingthatsoldmemycourselives.

Insteadofatable,I’llleaveyouthetestIorderedmyselftotake

oncetheangercamedown.Icallitthetestofthedoor,andit

isthreetwenty-secondscenes,fromlessertogreater.First:the

carsalesmanwhosqueezesyouwith«thisdealdiestoday»—pure

FOMO,thefearofmissingout—andwho,themomentyousay

yes,alreadyhastheaccessoriesupsellready.Ifyougivein,you

losemoney;youhangupthephoneandyourlifegoeson.Sec-

ond:thecousinintheMLMwhoturnsthefamilydinnerintoa

recruitingsession.Youlosemoneyandpatience,andmaybean

after-dinnerconversation,butthedoorstaysopen.Third:the

groupthatasksyoutostoptalkingtoanyonewhodoubtsit,that

decideswhatyoumayread,andthatchargesyoutheexitfeein

publicconfession.Hereyounolongerlosemoney:youloseyour-

self.
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ofchange;wetend,likeeveryone,tochoosethebadthatisknown

overthegoodthatisyettobeknown.Andmycontrarycriterion

wouldputitthisway:thatwhichisstillandcalmdoesnotpros-

per.Theflatteringfrienddoesnotstopyoubyforce—hestops

youpleasantly.Thatiswhythechaindoesnotbreakwherethe

otherfails;itbreakswhereyouwerealreadygivingway.Heonly

tightensit.

ToseethiswithoutbreakingyourselfyouneedaneyeIconfess

Irecentlydiscovered:IhavebeenreadingNiccolòMachiavelli,

andalthoughhisfameprecedeshimbadly,inthishewasasur-

geonofthetruth:realizethatnotallpeoplearewithyouout

ofatrueinterestinbeingwithyou;somearetherebecause,in

someway,theydrawabenefit.Idonottellyouthissothatyou

growparanoid—Itellyousoyoulearntohavethatvisualeye

thatdistinguishestheflatteringfriend:theonewithwhomyou

feelsocomfortablebecausewithyou,youarealwaysthegoodone,

thecreatorofideas,theintelligentone…andwho,withoutquite

meaningto,livesoffyou—offyourenergy,offyourvalidation,off

yourtable.Thegroupversionexistsandismoreexpensive:the

friendsofconvenience,theoneswhostaycloseinaconstant,or-

dinarywaybecausetheclosenesspaysthem—favorshoweverin-

significanttheyseem,cheapinformation,borrowedenergy;first

itisafavor,thenasharedadventure,andbehinditawebisbeing

builtthatonedayexplodesbyabusingyourtrust:littlebylit-

tletheydrawabenefit,andmorebenefit,untilthemomentthey

alreadywriteyouoff—andthen,untiltheyaredonewithyou.
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And the pocket rule that replaces any table: don’t measure how

much they excite you; measure how much the door costs you. If

you can leave losing only money, it’s marketing —aggressive, per-

haps unworthy, but marketing. If leaving costs you your people,

your information, or your name, it is something else, and it is

rare.

Here comes the part I found hardest to accept, because it ran

againstmy anger. The idea of deterministic «brainwashing»—the

idea that a technique can override your will and turn you into an

automaton— is not accepted science. I’m not the one saying so;

the record is. In 1987, the American Psychological Association

rejected a report on coercive persuasion methods for «lacking

the scientific rigor» required; in 1990, a federal court —in United
States v. Fishman— excluded expert testimony on «coercive per-

suasion» for the same reason; and the sociologist Eileen Barker,

after studying more than a thousand people exposed to a suppos-

edly «brainwashing» movement, found that the great majority

did not join. The techniques —manufactured urgency, inflated au-

thority, social proof, the funnel that inverts the power dynamic—

are real, observable, and can be described. But their effect is not

deterministic.

What does this mean for my case, and for yours? That I kept my

agency. Nobody brainwashed me: I signed, and I am responsible

for having signed. Saying «I was manipulated and therefore it’s

not my fault» would be lying to myself, and it would be repeating

the same magical thinking I’m criticizing —just inverted. The
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The word tares I did not choose because it is pretty. In the para-

ble, the enemy sows them «while men slept» —again the sleep;

the flattering friend and the sleeping dragon work the same night

shift. And there is a botanical fact that seems written for this

book: true darnel, the tare of the Gospel, is almost indistinguish-

able from wheat throughout its whole growth. It reveals itself

only when it heads —when it bears fruit. You cannot tell the

friend from the flatterer by his words, his years, or his promises:

you tell them apart by the head of grain. Which is, word for word,

the motto of this house: the habits —the fruits— reveal who one

is.

Now comes the turn that cost me to accept, and that turns this

chapter into something more uncomfortable than a manual for

detecting traitors. Because I have spent pages speaking of the

weak link as if it were the other—and it is not the other. Plutarch

saw it first and without anesthesia: the root of all flattery is phi-
lautia, self-love; each one of us is his own first flatterer, his easiest
audience, and that is why the external flatterer always finds the

door open —he sells you nothing new: he resells you what you

were already buying from yourself. The weakest link in the chain

was not your friend. It is the part of you that needs to hear from

others the praise you want to receive. That need is not only vanity

that inflates the ego: it is one of the great factories of postpone-

ment, because flattery is comfortable and growth is not, and we

prefer to keep being comfortable animals rather than inhabit our-

selves as individuals to seek to becomemen. We are always fearful
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programIboughtlivesonthewidesideofthespectrum:ahigh-
priced,self-referentialguruwithinflatedmarketing.Itisn’tacult.

Itisn’tafraud.Andcallingitthatwouldn’tjustbeunfairto

them—itwouldmeangivingupprecision,whichisexactlywhat

awell-guardedthoughtrefusestodo.WhatIcansayplainlyis

thatIwassoldanexpensiveshortcutwhoseeffectivenesshasno

independentproof,financedwithadebtthatsurvivesmyregret.

That’senough.Idon’tneedtoinflatetheaccusationforittohurt.
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Beforegoingon,let’sputthemaponthetable,becausethiswas

chartedlongago.Aristotledistinguishedthreefriendships:of

utility,ofpleasure,andofvirtue.Onlythethirdwantsthegood

ofthefriendforthefriend’sownsake;theothertwodissolvethe

momentthebenefitceases—theyarenotnecessarilybadpeople:

theyareunsignedcontractsthatcancelthemselves.Thefriend

whoexaltsyouregosbelongstothefirsttwo:hepaysyouinflat-

terybecausehecollectsincompany.AndPlutarch,inanentire

treatiseonhowtotelltheflattererfromthefriend,leftaportrait

stillvalidtwentycenturieslater:theflattererisachameleon—

hechangesaccordingtohisprey,whilethefriendisconstant;

hepraisesyourdefects—hecallsyourangerfrankness,yourfear

prudence,yourfoolishnesscharacter;andhecommandsamas-

tertrickthatPlutarchcalledfeignedfrankness:hecriticizesyou

ontrivialthingstoearnareputationforsincerity,andwiththat

creditheflatterswithimpunityonthethingsthatmatter.Read

thatagain,becauseitisexactlythemechanismthatIcalled,dic-

tatingthischapter,concealingyourrelapsewithtares:hedis-

tractsyouwithminorfaultssothegreatonestaysasleep.The

flattererdoesnotlietoyouabouttheworld;heliestoyouabout

yourself,whichisworse.Andmanytimeshedoesnotevendoit

outofconsciousmalice:theonewhohasnotgrown,hasnotcul-

tivatedhimself,hasnotsoughtself-observationorself-criticism,

seeks—likeeveryone—toseehisownerrorsproliferateinothers.

Yourrelapseabsolveshim.Yourawakeningaccuseshim.Thatis

whyyourgrowthdiscomfortshimmorethanyourvices.
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V. The Irony That Proves It All

And now I come to the finding that, when I found it, first made

me laugh and then made me go quiet. Because it turned out the

betrayal began in the most intimate place possible: in the very

phrase that gives this book its name.

The motto I live by —«watch your thoughts, for they become

words; watch your words, for they become actions…,» that chain

ending in destiny— circulates around the world attributed to Lao

Tzu. Sometimes to Buddha. Sometimes to Emerson, to Margaret

Thatcher. People tattoo it, hang it in offices, quote it in talks as

ancient Eastern wisdom.

It isn’t from Lao Tzu. It isn’t from Buddha. The full version first

appears documented in a San Antonio newspaper, in May 1977,

attributed to Frank Outlaw, president of a supermarket chain. A

grocery-store executive from the 1970s. The «ancient» wisdom is

barely half a century old, and it was born in American corporate

life, not in a monastery.

And it isn’t the only one. Its twin quote—«we are what we repeat-

edly do; excellence, then, is not an act but a habit»— is universally

attributed to Aristotle. It isn’t his either. It belongs to the his-

torian Will Durant, who in 1926 was summarizing in his own words
an idea of Aristotle’s, and posterity handed it to the philosopher.

Do you see the irony? It’s perfect, it’s ruthless, and it proves this

book’s entire thesis better than any argument I could construct.
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«The devil is very busy, and no one knows better than he that noth-
ing is stronger than its weakest part.» — Charles Kingsley, letter of

December 1, 1856

There is a scene that almost everyone who awakens lives the same,

with different scenery. You are in the middle of an awakening

of consciousness —fragile still, but on your feet— and you feel

the natural need to share it with your own. So you seek out the

friend of always, the one of the years, the staff you leaned on so

many times, and you tell him: that you have seen the corner, that

you have named the animal, that you are changing. And then it

happens. The smile that minimizes. The «you’ve always been this

way.» The joke that returns you, with surgical affection, to the

place you are coming out of —and the round he buys you, that

very night, to prove you haven’t turned boring. The staff, just

when you loaded your weight onto it, breaks. And you discover

one of the most expensive lessons of adult life: that the chain

always breaks at the weakest link, and that the link you believed

to be steel was that friend in whom you deposited your trust.
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Whoeverdoesn’tguardtheirthoughtsrepeatsfalsequoteswith

thesameeasetheyrepeatfalsepromises.Attributingashop-

keeper’slinetoLaoTzutomakeitsoundwiserisexactlythesame

mentaloperationasattributingwealthtothe«neuro-emotional

method»tomakeitsoundmorescientific,orinventingameet-

ingwithCarnegietomakeyourbooksoundmoreauthoritative.

It’sCialdini’sauthoritybiasoperatinginplainsight:wedressan

ideainaprestigiousnameitdoesn’tdeserve,becausenakedtruth

feelsinsufficienttous.Thesmokeindustrydidn’tinventthisop-

eration.Itonlyindustrializedit.

Andhereismydecision,theonethatordersthisbook:Iwillnot

claimformymottoanancientpedigreeitdoesn’thave.Iwill

acknowledgeitforwhatitis—twentieth-centuryfolkwisdom—
andanchoritwhereitdoeshavetrue,verifiableroots.Becauseit

hasthem,andthey’refarsturdierthananinventedattribution.

Theideathatyourthoughtsdefineyoudoesn’tneedanapoc-

ryphalLaoTzu.IthastheStoics,andtheytrulywrotewhat

theywrote.Epictetusopenshismanualwiththemostliberat-

ingdistinctionIknow:somethingsarewithinourpower—our

opinions,ourdesires,ouraversions,ouracts—andothersarenot

—thebody,property,reputation,office.Thisiscalledtheinternal
locusofcontrol,andmoderncognitivetherapydescendsdirectly

fromit.

MarcusAureliuswroteit,inhisMeditations,inalinethatis

genuinelyhis—bookfive,passagesixteen—:«thesoultakesonthe
colorofitsthoughts.»Nottheversionthatcirculatesonposters,

27

GuardYourThoughts

needtowaitforRamosorforDunning:humanityhasknown

thischaracterforever,andalwaysknewthatnoiseisnotstrength.

EpictetussaiditwithacountryimagethatIkeepfortheend:

sheepdonotvomitupthegrassbeforetheshepherdtoprove

howmuchtheyate—theydigestitinsilence,andgivewooland

milk.There,whole,isthereverseofthedonvergas.Donot

showoffthegrass.Givewoolandmilk.Donotproclaimyour

principles:showtheminworks,becauseyourhabitswillspeak

foryouevenifyoustaysilent—andtheywillspeakbetter.

Thewholephilosophyofthisbook,ifIhadtosqueezeitinto

threeverbs,fitshere:think,act,inhabit.Think—andguardyour

thoughts,forthereeverythingbegins.Act—andguardthere-

sults,forthereitisproven.Andwithgoodhabits,inhabityour

life—forthere,atlast,itislived.Therestisafter-dinnertalk.I

tellyouthisthewayItellittomyselfeveryday:loving,because

weoweittoourselves;hardasafather,becauseaffectionwithout

anedgeliftsnoone;andwiseasagrandfather,whohaslivedlong

enoughtoknowthatlifeisnotwonagainstanyone—itishanded

overtooneself,oneconsciousdayatatime.
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but that one, the real one. And Seneca, two thousand years ago,

described exactly the mechanism the smoke industry exploits:

«putting things off is the greatest waste of life; it robs us of the present
by promising us the future.» We are stingy with our money, he said,

but wasteful with our time.

Read that line from Seneca again and think about my loan. The

smoke industry sells promised future in exchange for real present. It
charges you today, in money and in time, for a wealth that will

arrive «later.» It places your happiness in the external —money,

status, themagic method—which is exactly the column Epictetus

declares outside your power. And everything outside your power,

if you depend on it, is a guarantee of anxiety.

At the exact opposite pole fromStoicism sits themagical thinking

this modern industry inherited from the «New Thought» move-

ment: the «Law of Attraction,» popularized by The Secret, la-
beled pseudoscience with no scientific basis whatsoever, with its

cruel flip side of blaming the victim —if you get sick, if your

business fails, it’s because you didn’t think hard enough. That is

the perverse inversion of «guard your thoughts»: it replaces the

moral chain —thought, act, habit, character— with pure magic

—thought, material result— skipping every link in between. Pre-

cisely the links where the work lives, and where virtue lives.
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it lost —that is how we are made, and it is a shame; but there

is a remedy, and it is to become aware of the progress while you
live it, not when it is already gone. If you enjoy each conscious

delivery in the moment, if you inhabit it instead of running

toward the next, then you will not have to lose it in order to

value it: saudade stops being nostalgia for what is lost and

becomes gratitude for what is present. That is the don vergas

cured —not the one who stopped knowing, but the one who at

last applied to himself what he knew, and found that life is not

won by winning the argument, it is won by inhabiting it.

And I close where you, dictating this chapter to me, wanted to

close: with the Tao. Not out of fashion nor Oriental ornament

—you brought it, and it is quoted from its source. The Tao Te
Ching calls wu wei «acting without forcing»: it is not laziness nor
passivity, it is not interrupting what is not yours and executing

cleanly what is —«in non-doing, nothing is left undone.» And it

turns out our own Stoic house says the same by the other river:

Epictetus opens his manual by distinguishing what depends on

us from what does not, and all serenity fits in placing your force

where it fits and releasing the rest. Two rivers, one single water:

do what is yours to do, let be what is not yours to do.

The astonishing thing is that this same Tao Te Ching, twenty-four
centuries ago, had already portrayed the don vergas without

knowing him: «he who displays himself does not shine; he who

justifies himself does not glow; he who boasts has no merit; he

who takes pride does not endure» (chapter 24). There was no

93



TheSmokeIndustry

VI.TheAntidote

Sowhatdoesitreallymeantoguardyourthoughts?Aftermy

twenty-sixhours,IunderstanditinawayIcouldpreviouslyonly

sense.Guardingyourthoughtshastwofaces,andtheyarethe

sameskillseenfromtwosides.

Thefirstfaceisdefensive.Guardingyourthoughtsmeanswatch-

ingtheautomaticjudgmentsthatmanipulativemarketingtries

toigniteinyou:theurgencythatsqueezesyou,theauthoritythat

impressesyou,thesocialproofthatsweepsyoualong,theinver-

sionofpowerthatmakesyoufeelyou’retheonebeggingtobe

letin.TheStoicshadawordforthisvigilance:prosoche,contin-
uousattention.Anditturnsouttobeoperationallyidenticalto

whatCialdinirecommendsastheonlydefenseagainsthisown

principles:awarenessandcriticalthought,notblindobedience

toauthorityfigures.Themanipulatorentersfirstthroughyour

thinking,becausethat’swhereyou’releastprotected.Whoever

watchesthatfirstlinkbecomesnearlyimmune.Ididn’twatchit

thatnight.That’sthelessonIpaidfourhundredfifty-threedol-

larsamonthfor.

Thesecondfaceisconstructive,andit’swheremyentireliferec-

oncileswiththisbook.Iamaproblemsolver.I’vespenttwenty-
fouryearscreatingrealvalueforrealpeople.Ibuiltmyfirstserver

in2004,inaKodaklabinMexico,sophotographerswouldstop

losinghourstravelingtodeliverphysicalmemorycards;withthat,

Ierasedtwoorthreedaysofpointlesslogisticsfromthelivesof
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Takeastepoutsideyourself,speaktoyourselfbyname,lookat

yourselffromwithoutwiththesameprudenceyouhandoutfor

freeatthetable—andatlastspendonyourownlifethegood

adviceyouhavespentyearsgivingaway.Thedonvergashasthe

wisdom;heonlyhasitpointedoutward.Turnitaround.

Butbewareofatrap,becauseitissubtleanditistheonethatde-

cideseverything.Toalignyourthoughtsisnottositandfantasize

afuture«whereIamthebest»—thatis,exactly,thevice,notthe

plan.«TomorrowI’lldoit,Icandoit,I’mthebest»isthesame

catastrophewealreadyhungontheanimal:livinginthefuture-

selfsoastobenoonetoday.Andthisbookdoesnotbelievein

thefuture-self—I’vetoldyoufromthestart:youarenotwhat

youswearyou’llbe,youarewhatyoudoandrepeattoday.That

iswhywedonotaligninordertostayinapermanentsearch,nor

toattendwithurgencyandfanfaretoeveryproblem;wealignin

ordertodo,asIliketosay,theconsciousdelivery—thedeliv-

eryoftoday,thetaskfulfilledinthepresent,thefruitsetonthe

tableandnotpromisedforthenextdinner.Constantprogress,

notperfection;intentionanddelivery,thetwowords.Because

thegoalisnottobecomeperfect—thatisanotherfantasyofthe

donvergas;thegoalistodelivertoday,andagaintomorrow,and

thustoraise,stoneuponstone,thepyramidofself-belonging:the

lifethatdoesbelongtoyoubecauseyouinhabitit,nottheone

youonlyfeignbecauseyoudecorateit.

Andletmetieoffathreadthatcomesfromfaraway,from

saudade.Onedoesnotappreciatewhatonehasuntilonesees
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people who worked hard. I sold Francisco, a fifty-year-old pho-

tographer who kept his memory cards in envelopes inside a shoe-

box, a server he’s still using seven years later; he left the shoebox

behind and never went back. I showed a company how to get out

of a cloud that was about to charge it twenty-four thousand dol-

lars a month, and recoup the investment in three or four months.

That’s creating value: you solve a concrete problem and the other

person ends up measurably, verifiably better off.

That’s the line between the problem-solver and the smoke sales-

man, and it’s sharp. The problem-solver delivers a solution you

can audit —a server that works, an invoice that drops, a process

that speeds up. The smoke salesman delivers a method and a testi-
monial, and when you ask for the concrete case, the named com-

pany, the verifiable figures, you find an anonymous case study

and testimonials from individuals with no data attached. I lived

this firsthand: I went looking for proof that the method I bought

worked inside real organizations, and there wasn’t a single named

case with auditable numbers. Logos, yes. Proof, no.

And here is the reframe I need to say out loud, because it touches

my own tension. I also charge for knowledge. I use open-source

software and charge people to install and configure it, and it

sometimes makes me uncomfortable. But there’s an enormous

difference between charging for expertise that produces a verifiable
result and charging for the promise of a shortcut whose result you
cannot prove. Red Hat charges millions for Linux, which is

free, because the value isn’t the code: it’s the expertise, the
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and I do not open the file, because this book believes, with Aristo-

tle and withThomas, in the unity. My declared faith —that there

is being beyond life— I do not ground here in neuroscience; I

ground it where I already grounded it, in that «it is sown a nat-

ural body, it will rise a spiritual body» (1 Corinthians 15) that I

worked through with you in the chapter on rebirth. Thomas gives

me the scaffolding of reason; Paul givesme the hope. And the don

vergas, who guards the big car and neglects the soul, is neglecting

—without knowing it— the one thing he carries with him when

everything else stays behind.

Here is where this chapter rises from its chair, because it did not

come to describe the vice but to get out of it, and this —I warned

you— is a chapter of action, not a legend of self-improvement.

The way out has a movement and I borrowed it from the sister

chapter: we die in our defects and are reborn in our virtues —we

stop being the engineer, the scientist, the teacher that served us as

a mask, and we begin to be, simply, the individual; we cultivate

in ourselves the man and leave behind the animal. And not by

decree nor by good wishes, but with a plan: one that transforms

vices and bad customs into virtues and good habits, one at a time,

with the patience of the one who builds and not of the one who

promises.

Science even handed us the exact tool, and it is beautiful for its

simplicity. If we reason better about others’ problems than about

our own —Solomon’s paradox— then the way out is to turn the

trick around: advise yourself as you would advise your best friend.
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support,theguaranteethatitwillwork.Thesoftwareisfree;the

knowledgethatmakesitusefulisnot.That’smyline,andthe

smokeindustrycrossesitnotbecauseitchargesahighprice,but

becausewhatitchargesahighpricefordoesn’tdeliverwhatit

promises,anditrationstheknowledgesoyoucan’tverifythatin

time.

Mymission—thereasonIbuildwhatIbuild—istogenerate

wealthinordertohelpothersandtonarrowthegapoffinan-

cialinequality.Wealth,forme,isameanstoserve,notaniden-

tityyoubuy.Andthereisthesmokeindustry’sdeepestmoral

crack:itsellswealthasidentity.Itpromisesthatbybuyingthe

methodyoubecomethekindofpersonwhoisrich.Butidentity

isn’tbought.It’sbuilt,linkbylink,throughrepeatedacts.Which

isexactlywhatmymottosays,andexactlywhattheshortcutde-

nies.

VII.WhoYouAre

Mymottoendslikethis:youractsbecomehabits,andyourhabits

revealwhoyouare.

Ithinkagreatdealaboutthatword:reveal.Not«build,»though
theyalsobuild.Reveal.Yourhabitsgiveyouaway.Theyshow,

withnoroomtolie,whoyoutrulyarebeneathwhatyouclaimto

be.

Andthat’swhathitsmehardestaboutthetwenty-sixhours.

Becausethesmokeindustryisabusinesswhosecentralhabit
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Thetradition,itisonlyfairtosay,arguedforcenturiesabouthow

thatbeingisassembled,andIdonotcometoclosethedispute

buttoshowittoyou.Somereadatrichotomy—«yourwholebe-

ing,spirit,soul,andbody»(1Thessalonians5:23),andthatWord

that«piercestothedivisionofsoulandspirit»(Hebrews4:12):

threedimensions.Othersreadadichotomy—thematerialand

theimmaterial,and«soul»and«spirit»astwonamesforone

samedepth.Itakenoacademicside;Ikeepwhatbothreadings

shareandwhatisenoughforme:wearemorethanflesh,andthat

«more»isreal,notdecoration.

Andsincephilosophywalkedalongside,Ileaveyouthestaircase

infoursteps,oneauthorperstep,withoutforcingyouupany

ofthem.Plato,inthePhaedo,imaginedthesoulthatpreexists

thebodyandoutlivesit—thebodyasatemporarygarmentthe

soultakesoff.Aristotle,inDeAnima,correctedthecoursewith

anideathatanchorsme:thesoulisnotaghostinsidethema-

chine,itistheformoftheliving—thatwhichmakesabodybe

aliveandnotaheapofmatter;soulandbodyarenottwothings

gluedtogether,theyareonesinglelivingthing.ThomasAquinas

laidthebridgethatholdsmyfaithwithreasonandnotonlywith

dogma:thesoulistheformofthebodyand,atthesametime,

subsists—sothatonecanbealivingunityhereand,nonetheless,

hopeforsomethingbeyond.AndDescartes,alreadyatthedoor

ofthemodern,splitintwoagainwhatAristotlehadjoined—the

thinkingthingandtheextendedthing—andbequeathedusthe

mind-bodyproblemthattothisdaynoonehasclosed;Inameit
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—repeated for a century, from Hill to today— is promising a

destination without doing the work of the links in between. It

sells you the first link, the thought, and the last, the destiny, and

erases everything in the middle: the act, the habit, the character.

Exactly where virtue lives. And that habit of erasing the work

reveals what that industry is: something that needs you not to

look too closely.

But the motto cuts both ways, and that’s why I can’t point with-

out pointing at myself. My habit that night was not reading the

fine print. It was letting myself be swept along by speed. It was si-

lencing the voice I’ve spent twenty-four years training to distrust

hooks. That habit revealed something about me: that not even

the man writing about guarding his thoughts is exempt from fail-

ing to guard them when the machine is well designed and the

night is long.

What do I do with what I learned? Three things, and they are

habits, not thoughts —because this chapter’s lesson is precisely

that thoughts aren’t enough.

First, I read the fine print before signing, always, without excep-

tion, evenwhen I’m told the spots are running out. Manufactured

urgency is smoke’s fingerprint.

Second, I demand auditable proof. When someone promises me

a result, I ask for the named case, the verifiable figures, the real

company. If all there is are anonymous testimonials and logos
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way. That is why the don vergas falls ill at the end of his own

movie, and not out of bad luck: he arrived at that bed through

the door of his habits —the rationed food «because money is for

more important things,» the health never once attended to, the

appearance always first. And that is why the man of the burst

vein arrived at his through the other door —he cared for the

body and neglected the way of living. Two different roads to the

same hospital bed, and both began where they all begin: in the

thoughts no one was guarding. Keep the version your skepticism

allows you —mine or the meta-analyses’—; either of the two says

the same thing: the body bills the life you don’t care for, and

the don vergas pays that bill even as he swears he is healthy and

boasts that he has more than enough to cover it.

I asked for help with this part, and I ask for it here by name: I

want to philosophize with you a little, between life, body, mind,

and soul —because I believe in the existence of being beyond life,

and I want to bring it into this book without turning it into a

treatise or a sermon. Follow me calmly, it’s worth the while.

I begin with the root, because the root orders everything. Gene-

sis does not say that man has a soul; it says that man is «a living
being» —in Hebrew, néfesh: not a ghost stuck inside a machine

of flesh, but a living, undivided unity. That changes everything

for this book: if we are a single thing, then guarding thoughts is

not mental hygiene, a luxury of the head —it is care of the whole

being— and amisaligned life sickens the whole because the whole

is one. That is why the body bills what the mind neglects.
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withnonumbers,Ialreadyknowwhichcolumnofthespectrum

I’mstandingin.

Third,andmostimportant:IturnthemoneyIalreadyspentinto

something.Thedebtexistsandishardtoreverse;therational

moveistowringoutwhatIpaidforand,aboveall,towritethis,

sothatwhatcostmefivethousandfourhundredforty-onecosts

youonlythetimeittakestoreadit.That’stheonlyhonestreturn

oninvestmentIcanseeinmymistake.

Iwasn’tbrainwashed.Nobodydefraudedme.Isigned,withmy

ownhand,ashortcutthatmyownlifedisproves,becauseIspent

mywholelifeprovingtherearenoshortcuts:thattheserverhas

tobebuilt,thataclient’strusthastobeearnedbywatchingit

worklive,thatrealvalueisslowandverifiable,andthat’sprecisely

whyit’sreal.Foronenight,Ifellforthepromisethatashortpath

existed.AndtheonlyreasonIcanwritethischapterwithout

shameisthatthemottostayedtrueevenwhileIwasbetrayingit:

mythoughtsdefinedmyact,myactcouldhavebecomeahabit

—andIchose,instead,tomakeitawarning.

Guardyourthoughts!NotbecauseaLaoTzuquotethat’sactually

fromaSanAntonioshopkeepersayssoprettily.Guardthembe-

causethey’rethefirstdoor,andbecausethere’sanentireindustry,

acenturyoldandtunedtoperfection,waitingtocomethrough

it.You’retheonewhoguardsthatdoor.Nooneelsecan.

ThereisanexpressionIhaveusedforyearsandthatIrefuseto

paraphrase,becauseeveryparaphraseIfindcomesupshort.Right
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thesourcesaredeclared.Theliteraturethatintheeightiesand

ninetiestriedtolinkpersonalitywithcausingcancerturnedout

tobeoneofthegreatestfraudsinacademicpsychology:aKing’s

CollegeLondoninvestigationin2019declared«unreliable»

dozensofthosepublications,andtheseriousstudiesoftensof

thousandsofpeoplefindnorelationbetweencharacterandthe

riskoffallingillwithcancer.Torepeatthatcausalitywouldbe

tolie,anditwouldbeworse:itwouldbetoblametheillness

ontheonewhosuffersittoday—«whomdidIwound?»—and

thisisalovingchapter,notatribunal.Whatisproven,andit

isplenty,isitsfirstcousin:chronicstressmeasurablydegrades

thebody’sdefenses(therearemeta-analysesofhundredsof

studiesthatholditup),andalifeinconflictaccumulatesa

realphysiologicalwear—theycallitallostaticload.Sustained

anguish,ruminatedresentment,themaintainedliedonotstay

intheconscience:theychargeinbloodpressure,insleep,in

inflammation,inimmunity.Andlookcloselyattheorderofthe

chain,becauseitistheorderofthisbook’smottoreadfromits

darkside:themindandthebadhabitsfailfirst;thebodyfallsill

afterward.Theunguardedthoughtdefinestheact—resentment

thoughtisalreadyresentmentacted—;therepeatedactbecomes

habit—thecanneddinnerofeverynight,theappearancekept

upateveryparty,theadvantagetakenineveryagreement—;

andthehabit,theonethatnolongeraskspermission,istheone

thatonedaysitsdowntonegotiatewiththebody—andthe

bodyalwayscollectslast,becauseitstandsattheendoftheline

anditistheonlyonethatdoesnotknowhowtolooktheother
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on the spot: at the exact point. I say it when a diagnosis lands

squarelywhere the fault was; when the cable you replace turns out

to be the one; when the word you say comes down on the center

of the problem and not on its surroundings. It is an expression of

marksmanship, and marksmanship is exactly what this chapter

charged me for and taught me. Because an unguarded thought

fires in every direction: at the excuse, at the promise, at whoever

happens to be standing nearby. A guarded thought does the op-

posite: it holds still over the problem until it hits it. Guarding

my thoughts has been training that aim in me —in the servers, in

my recovery, in this very twenty-six-hour mistake that ended up

becoming a chapter. That is why I close this way, with the expres-

sion I use to celebrate every shot that finds its mark. This time

the target was me.

Right on the spot.

Notes and Sources

This chapter draws on the project’s underlying research, where

every claim is classified as verifiable fact, interpretation, or hy-

pothesis, with its corresponding citation:

• Primary research (about 160 sources): the project’s study

on the high-ticket coaching industry. From it come:

the mechanics of the high-ticket funnel (VSL, clarity call,
closer, value ladder, drip content); the historical lineage

(Hill, Carnegie, Nightingale, Ziglar, Robbins, Kiyosaki,
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gets paid for. Taking advantage of another —in work, in the

personal, or in money— gets paid for. In my house I say it with

a sentence that appears in no treatise, and I leave it here exactly

as I say it: «si te portas mal, por eso se te revienta la vena» —if

you do people wrong, that is why the vein bursts on you. And

the sentence has an owner, though it carries no name. I knew,

up close, an advantage-taking man —a grasping one, the kind

who charges for every favor and invoices every gesture, the

kind who turns any agreement into a lever. He took care of

himself, moreover, like few people do: he ate well, he exercised,

he boasted of his health. And one day, at an early age, the vein

burst on him —a massive stroke, the kind that splits a life into

before and after— and today he lives with the repercussions of

that grasping, advantage-taking, abusive way of living. Can I

prove to you that the one thing caused the other? No, and I will

not pretend that I can.

That is why I must ask you for the pause of honesty, with the

same care with which I presented saudade to you —because what

follows is my vision, not medicine, and I mark it for you in full.

I am convinced that the misaligned life does not stay in the soul:

that when we live wounding so many without realizing it, when

we do not live with love and with respect, the body falls out of

alignment, collapses, and even rejects us; personally I have come

to think it even of the harshest illnesses —and of that man’s

burst vein. But I cannot —and I do not want to— sell you that

as science, because science says something else and in this house
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Cardone,Belfort)withitsdocumentedcontroversies;the

spectrumofcoercionanditsacademiccounterweight

(APADIMPAC1987,USv.Fishman1990,EileenBarker);

theregulatoryactionoftheFTCandtheSEC;andthe

philosophicalangle(theFrankOutlaw1977attribution

viaQuoteInvestigator;WillDurant1926viaSnopes;

Epictetus;thegenuineMeditations5.16;Seneca;TheSecret
aspseudoscience;Cialdini).

•Thelivedcase(7thLevel,NEPQ,JeremyMiner):the

project’sdue-diligencedossiers.Fromthesecomethe

contractandloandata(finalsale;loanofabout$5,441

with$453.48payments;abouta26-hourwindow),the

verdictof«ahigh-priced,self-referentialguruwith

inflatedmarketing,notfraudnoracult»,theinconsistent

student-countfigures,andtheabsenceofauditablecases.

•Theauthor’svoice,cases,andthesis:RobertoOcampo’s

personalarchive(Kodak2004,Francisco,thedata-

sovereigntycase,thetensionof«chargingforknowledge

aboutopen-sourcesoftware»,themissionofcreatingreal

value).

Attributionsareusedintheircorrected,honestversion.Where

theevidencefallsshortofanaccusation,thetextdeliberatelytem-

persit:describingtechniquesandconcreteharms,neverpositing

«brainwashing»or«cult»withoutextreme,verifiableevidence.
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withtheimprovisedlectern—butIalsosatontheothersideof

thetable,andofthatsidealmostnoonespeaks.Throughoutmy

lifetherewerepeoplewhotreatedmebadly,inbusinessandin

personalrelationships:abusivepeople,peoplewhotookadvan-

tage,peoplewhousedasmallagreement—aminorconcession,

afavorsignedinahurry—tolaterextractmoreadvantagesand

morebenefitsfromme,likesomeonewhogetsafootinthedoor

andthenmovesin,furnitureandall.Igaveallofthatanamethat

soundsalmostlikeaccounting,soIcouldcarryitwithoutpoison-

ingmyself:Icalleditmy«financialrecomposition»—mirecom-

posiciónfinanciera—.IacceptedthechangesandIacceptedthe

terms—notbecauseIdidnotseetheplay,butbecauseIdecided

tosolvemyproblemswithloveandwithattention,andthatde-

cisionwasworthmorethanwhattheplaywastakingfromme.

WithtimeIcametounderstandthatperhapsitwasacondition

ofmybeingthatkeptcertainprudencesinplace:Ipaidwith

moneywhatotherscollectedwithcunning,becauseIwasalways

open-handed—generous,ifyouwantthetableword:moneywas

nevermygod,andlettingitgoalwayscostmelessthangetting

dirty.Andthankstotheopportunitieslifekeptplacinginfront

ofme,Iwasabletoresolveeachoneofthoseaccountscarefully,

withnoquarrelinthemiddleandnoresentmentstoredawayin

thewarehouse.

Butletnoonemistakemyopenhandsforamnesia,because

fromthoseyearsIkeptaconvictionIhavenotbeenable—nor

willing—toletgo:doingharmgetspaidfor.Abusingtrust
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If you came out of the twenty-six hours with your body tense,

good: that is exactly the right state for reading what follows. This

chapter is the deep water of the book—themost demanding read-

ing I will ask of you— and I do not intend to apologize for it; I

will only give you my hand on the way in, the way the debt you

just watched me sign gave me its own.

You have just read how an entire industry lives off selling you a

«future you». This chapter is the answer: the stance I hold in

its place. I call it the Contrarian Thesis, and although you have

already watched it at work on every previous page, it deserves to

be stated once, whole, with its reasons and its limits. It is this:

identity —of a person or an institution— is not a future promise

reached by climbing toward an external destiny, but a present

reality your current thoughts, acts and habits already reveal. You

are what you do and control today. Everything else is advertising!

The word «thesis» is chosen with care, and the distinction is not

pedantry. A theory claims to explain an entire domain with pre-
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Because the problem, it must be said with care, is not in making

mistakes —to err is part of the stage, we are all in development

and I did not come to scold anyone for not having arrived. The

problem is in never changing; never reviewing why we believe

what we believe, why we hold the ideas we hold, why we like the

things we like. We never question it. The idea came in one day

without passing through customs —no one inspected it, no one

weighed it— and over the years we made it part of ourselves, and

now defending it feels like defending ourselves. Socrates left the

mother-sentence of this whole chapter—«a life without examina-

tion is not worth living»— and it is worth remembering that he

did not toss it off at a comfortable after-dinner table: he said it at

his trial, gambling his life, because for him self-examination was

no pastime, it was the very form of being alive. Epictetus brought

it down to the height of the day: «it is not things that disturbmen,

but their opinions about things» —and the unexamined opinion,

the one that slipped in without permission and became identity,

governs from the shadows without accounting to anyone. There

is even a technical name for that swallowing whole of someone

else’s belief without chewing it: psychologists call it introjection

—eating without digesting. And that is why it hurts to examine

what is already «part of us»: it doesn’t feel like reviewing an idea,

it feels like a betrayal of oneself. But until you review it, you did

not choose it —someone else chose it and you merely carry it.

And here this chapter owes me a confession deeper than the ones

before, because so far I have confessed to having been the man
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dictivepower:ittellsyouhoweverythingworksandwhatwill

happennext.Athesisissomethingelse,humblerandmorehon-

est:aclaimdefendedwithreasonsandevidence.Idonotpropose

aclosedsystemofthehumanbeing.Iholdastance—«thisiswhat

Iclaim,andhereiswhy»—andIsubmitittothesamescrutiny

Iappliedtomyownphrase.Ifonedaytheevidenceknocksit

down,Iwillletitgothewayoneletsgoofashoeboxthathas

doneitswork.Inthemeantime,Iargueit.

Andtheword«contrarian»—ananglicismIadoptasis,bor-

rowedfromcontrarianinvesting,theschoolthatbetsagainstthe
market’sconsensuswhenone’sownevidencecontradictsit—

marksthatthisthesisopposesadominantparadigm.Notoutof

temperament:outofargument.Theinterestingpartisthatthe

paradigmitconfrontsisdouble,anditstwofacesseemtohave

nothingtodowitheachotheruntilyoulookclosely.

Thefirstfaceisexistential.Theself-helpindustry—thesmoke

industry,theonewehavejustdissected—sellsa«betterself»

thatlivesinthefutureandisreachedbysteps:visualize,climb,

become.Identityasadestinytobeconquered.Thesecondfaceis

technical,anditistheoneIdiscoveredfirst,withmyhands:the

paradigmofthecloudandofsoftware-as-a-servicesellspresent

convenienceinexchangeforfuturestructuraldependence.Enter

cheap,growcomfortable,andtherealpriceemergesprecisely

whenleavingcostsmorethanstaying—yousawitintheinvoice

thatjumpedfromnineteenhundredtotwenty-fourthousand
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OctavioPaznamedthenationaldisguiseofthisinTheLabyrinth
ofSolitude:thecultofthemask,of«norajarse»—nevercracking,

neverbreakingdown—ofappearancesustainedbeforewhatpeo-

plewillsay.Andthere,inPaz’smask,isthesentencethatgives

thischaptertheheartoftheentirebook:theyguardwhatpeople

willsay,buttheydonotguardtheirtime;theyguardappearances,

buttheyneverguardtheirthoughts.Theyguardaesthetics,the

decorationofthehouse,thecar,thewatch—buttheyneverguard

theiractions.Itisadimmedlife,polishedontheoutsideandun-

polishedwithin,andforthatveryreasontheplannedpartymust

gooneventhoughitaddsnothingtoanyone’sgrowth:tocancel

itwouldbetoadmitthatsomethingisnotright,andadmitting

itisforbiddeninthathouse.Herethetitleofthisbookstops

beingaprettysloganandbecomesadiagnosis:thedonvergas

is,exactly,themanwhoguardseverythingexcepthisthoughts.

Andhedoesnotneedtoconfessanything,becausehishabitsre-

vealhim—theyalwaysgivehimaway.AuntOpinionatorcantalk

forhourswithoutsayinganything—thatwhichthelanguagebap-

tized,withpoeticjustice,cantinflear,tothepointofputtingitin
thedictionary;butyouneedonlywatchwhatsherepeats,whom

shekeepscompanywith,andwhereshespendsherattentionto

knowwhosheis.Thefruitsspeakevenwhenthemouthdissem-

bles.(Ofthebeaminone’sowneyewhileonehuntsthespeck

inanother’swe’llspeakinitsplace,withtheFriend;hereitis

enoughthatitpeeksoverthetable:weallcarryit,andalmostno

onelooksatit.)
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dollars a month. Two different industries, one same operation:

charging you today against a tomorrow that they administer.

The Contrarian Thesis denies both promises with a single argu-

ment: what you are and what you control today is the only op-

erative reality. Deferral does not abolish that reality; it obscures

it, until the price becomes inevitable. You will pay tomorrow for

what you refuse to see today —in interest, in rent, in years not

lived.

Taken apart into its pieces, the thesis claims five things. First:

identity, at every instant, is the observable set of your thoughts,

acts and habits at that instant. There is no «true future self» of

which the present is a mere corridor. Second: postponing iden-

tity—«youwill be who you are once you achieve such and such»—

is magical thinking, because it separates the agent from the only

evidence he possesses. Third: you can only read and verify who

you are if you control the records that evidence it; when your data,

your files, your history live on someone else’s infrastructure, that

reading is mediated by a third party who can change the terms to-

morrow. I call this sovereignty as legibility. Fourth: one’s stance

toward data and one’s stance toward identity are the same princi-

ple in two registers —technical and existential—; that is why this

book can leap from Aristotle to a Dell PowerEdge R510 server

without changing the subject. And fifth: renting always follows

the curve of the hook —cheap at the start, expensive once the

dependence is structural— and that holds equally for a software

subscription and for a promise of personal transformation.
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And the disconcerting thing is that this vice is no foolishness —it

happens to the smart, to the intelligent; and it is not limited to

them: it happens to everyone, aware of it or not, and that is one

of the affirmations of this chapter. Psychology measured it with-

out mercy and gave it a proper name. The Dunning-Kruger ef-

fect (Kruger and Dunning, 1999) showed that the least competent

in a field are, precisely, those who most overestimate their com-

petence, because the very skill they lack to do it well is the one

they would need to realize they are doing it badly —the one who

doesn’t know, doesn’t know that he doesn’t know. And there is

an even finer finding, Solomon’s paradox (Grossmann and Kross,

2014): people reason with more wisdom about others’ problems

than about their own —more humility, more perspective, more

prudence when the mess belongs to someone else. They named it

after the wisest king of Israel, who ruined his own house (1 Kings

11): brilliant counselor to an entire kingdom, a disaster under his

own roof. It is my thesis in a lab coat —we are good at advising

and bad at living, and not because we are hypocrites, but because

from the inside we cannot see ourselves. James had said it with

an image I have not been able to surpass: the one who hears the

word and does not do it «is like a man who looks at his natural

face in a mirror; for he looks at himself, and goes away, and at

once forgets what he was like» (James 1:23-24). The don vergas

looks at himself every day —advises himself tirelessly— and every

day, as he turns away, forgets his own face.
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Itmatterstometoshowyouthelineageofthisstance,becausean

ideathathidesitsparentsdoesnotdeservetrust—andbecause

thelineagealsoshows,stationbystation,whereIpartwayswith

them.Ibeginwiththeancients.Senecawrote,twothousand

yearsago,theclassicformulationofdeferredliving:wedonot

live,wepreparetolive.Itakehisdiagnosiswhole—lifeleaks

awaytowardatomorrowthatadministersit—butSenecapre-

scribedadiscipline:attendtothepresent.Aristotle,forhispart,

distinguishedenergeiafromdynamis,actfrompotential,andheld

thatbeingshowsitselfintheact;fromhimItakethatmanifesta-

tion.AndhereIpartwayswithboth,takingthesteptheydidnot

take:whereSenecaordersadisciplineandAristotlestillreserves

aplaceforpotential,Idenythatthereisany«futureself»the

presentwouldbebuilding,andIcollapsepotentialasacategory

ofidentity.Asfaraswhoyouareisconcerned,onlytheactual

counts.Fromdisciplinetoontology:thatismyfirstdeparture.

Fromtheancientstothemoderns,theproblemchangesshape

butnotsubstance:itisnolongerthediscipline,itiswhatthe

selfevenis.Bergsonrejected,asIdo,beingasafixeddestiny—

andIthankhimfortherebellion—buthedissolvedidentityinto

theflowofbecoming:theselfasariverthatisneverthesame.

Sartresaidthatexistenceprecedesessence,andprojectedidentity

forward,intotheprojet,theprojectonethrowstowardthefuture.
Onedissolvestheself,theotherlaunchesit;bothremoveitfrom

theonlyplacewhereitcanbeverified.Bergsonturnstheself

intoariver,Sartreshootsitforwardlikeanarrow;Ianchoritin
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ofthecar.Helivesoncannedfoodandrationshismeals,because

money,hesays,is«formoreimportantthings»—thoughwewill

neverlearnwhichones,becausehishealth,ofcourse,isnotonthe

list.Henevertakescareofhimself:notacheckupintime,not

awalk,notonewell-sleptnight—takingcareofyourselfcosts,

andhedoesnotspendonwhatcannotbeseenfromthesidewalk.

Andtime,whichargueswithnoone,eventuallychargeshimfor

thefullshow:hefallsill.Keepthatlastscene,becauseitisnota

detailofthecharacter—itisthethesisofthischapterwaitingfor

itsturn.

ThereisaSpanishproverbthatsumsupthetradeofthesepeo-

plebetterthananytreatise,andthatiswhyitlendsthechapter

itsname:consejosvendo,yparamínotengo—adviceIsell,andfor

myselfIhavenone.Thereisthevicecomplete—theself-adviser

whodispenseswisdomdoortodoorandlivesoutinthecoldof

hisownhouse.Itisnomoderndiscovery:theproverbwasal-

readyoldwhenJesusquoteditinNazareth—«surelyyouwill

saytomethisproverb:physician,healthyself»(Luke4:23)—and

Paulthrewitinthefaceoftheteacherwhodoesnotapplyhis

ownlesson:«youthenwhoteachanother,doyounotteachyour-

self?»(Romans2:21).ThePhariseesarethegreatestportraitin

thisgallery:«theysay,anddonotdo—theybindheavyburdens

andlaythemonmen’sshoulders,buttheythemselveswillnot

movethemwithafinger»(Matthew23:3-4).Hehandsoutthe

load,chargesfortheadvice,anddoesnotmoveafingerinhis

own.
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something more stubborn: the observable present. Your habits

are not your project, they are your evidence. That is my second

departure, and it is the one this thesis deliberately inverts against

Sartre.

And from the moderns to our contemporaries, the lineage lands

on data. The critics of the «deferred life plan» —Randy Komisar,

Herminia Ibarra— documented, with cases and entire careers,

the cost of postponing life in the name of a future reward: years

billed against a life that never gets collected. I share their di-

agnosis in full. But they stop at the warning —postponing is

expensive— and I radicalize the verdict: it is not merely that post-

poning is expensive, it is that the thing you postpone for has no

status as reality. You are not overpaying for a future good; you

are paying for nothing. That is the third departure, and it is the

one that holds up the whole building.

Spelled out in full, as this house demands: these sources are

canonical and I cite them from worked memory, their references

still being checked against the printed editions. The lineage is

honest; the fine-grained verification, like everything in this book,

travels in plain sight.

And what is a thesis like this for, in practice? It serves as a ra-

zor. When someone offers you something —a method, a service,

a version of yourself— ask the offer which side of time it lives

on. If it pays you in verifiable present —a server that works, an

invoice that drops, an act you can perform today— listen to it. If

it charges you in the present and pays you in a future it admin-
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Profile of Man and Culture in Mexico: the «pelado,» he said, reading
Alfred Adler, is the man who compensates an intimate feeling of

inferiority with verbal explosions of dominance, and it is no ac-

cident that his vocabulary of bravado is precisely the phallic one

—that it should tie manhood, potency, and courage into the same

shouted word. That is to say: the one who lets himself be called

that is not proclaiming his strength; he is covering, at the top of

his lungs, an insufficiency he never dared to examine. Braggado-

cio is not an excess of confidence. It is a wound bandaged with

noise. Keep that fact, because it changes the way you look at the

whole table: they are not enemies to be beaten in the argument

—they are people who are afraid, just like you, and who found a

louder disguise.

And since the uncle with the money from the first scene was him

—of course it was him—, let me introduce you to the don vergas

the way he introduces himself, in three or four scenes that are

worth an entire dossier. He brags about paying the bills and he

brags about having money —both things, and in that order, be-

cause the paid bill has witnesses at the table while the fortune,

on the other hand, must be declared out loud every so often in

order to exist. He always arrives in a great big car, pretending to

be someone else —the car comes in first and he comes in after it,

holding up the character—; but come a little closer and the miser

appears: he says he has money and, when he visits the family for a

wedding, he will not pay for so much as a hotel room—he settles

in wherever he lands, with the excuse ready before he is even out
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isters,youalreadyknowwhatitis.Therestofthebookisthat

razoratwork:firstwewillagreeonthevocabulary—becausehalf

ofalldisagreementsareaboutdefinitions—andthencomethree

stories:aphotolabinMatamoros,aphotographerinHuntsville,

andanagriculturalcompanyinWenatchee.Threestorieswhere

identitywasnotpromised.Itwasexecuted.
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theonewiththefriendofafriend.Andsowiththerestofthe

table:eachwithanimprovisedlectern,eachabearerofthetruth,

eachcertainthatlifeismerelyamatterofdoingthisorthatthing.

Wealwayshavethepositivecomment,thereadyadvice,theexact

formulaforsomeoneelse’slife.Andyet—andhereiswherethe

chapterstopspointingandbeginstoconfess,becauseIhavebeen

eachoneofthem—wearenotabletoresolveourown.

Thereisthewholeportrait,andIoweitaname,becausepopu-

larspeechalreadygaveitoneandthenameishalfthethesis.In

myhomelandthisfigurewaschristenedwithavulgarnickname,

andIwriteitinquotesandwithgloves:the«donvergas»—aphal-

licbragthatEnglishcanonlyapproximate;«Mr.BigShot»isits

politecousin,andtheSpanishoriginalisconsiderablycruder—:

theonewhocandoeverything,whoknowseverything,thebrag-

gartoftheloudvocabulary.Andrighthereletusmakeadeal,

youandI:thistermwillliveonlyinthischapter—therestofthe

bookdoesnotspeakthatwayandIdonotintendtochangeits

registerforajoke—,andwewilluseitwiththerespectitisowed,

becauseIdonotbringittomockanyone:intheend,thedonver-

gaswasalsome.Andonmanyoccasionstheneedtowanttobe

himstillrisesinme;butnow,consciousandawake,nowthatIin-

habitmylife,Itakecarenottoactincisively—nottoactlikethe

animal,buttobuild,tocreate,andtoinhabitwithloveandwith

delicacy.Thenicknamestaysontherecord,becausethenameit-

selfgivesawaythemechanism,andthatisworthmorethanthe

discomfort.SamuelRamoshadalreadydiagnoseditin1934,in
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Before debating an idea we must agree on what its words mean. I

learned this in engineering before philosophy: half of all disagree-

ments are not about facts, but about definitions. That is why this

chapter is a living glossary —each term is formalized once, with

its nuance and its boundary, and then referenced without explain-

ing it again. These are not dictionary entries: they are agreements.

If we stay together to the end, it will be because we first agreed

on what each of these words means.

Contrarian Thesis

Identity —of a person or an institution— is not a future promise

reached by climbing toward an external destiny, but a present

reality your current thoughts, acts and habits already reveal. You

are what you do and control today; everything else is advertising.

I call it a «thesis» and not a «theory» on purpose, and the distinc-

tion matters. A theory aims to explain an entire domain with

predictive power; a thesis is a claim defended with reasons and
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«Do you see a man wise in his own eyes? There is more hope for a fool
than for him.» — Proverbs 26:12

Letme take you to an after-dinner table. Any onewill do, because

the scene repeats itself the same in every house, with a different

tablecloth. There is the uncle with the money —the one who,

by his own account, does everything right and knows everything,

and whom no one contradicts because he pays the bill; he pro-

nounces on politics, medicine, child-rearing, and business in the

same breath, and on every subject he is an authority because on

none does he have any doubt. Across from him is the aunt who

always has something to say and never really knows anything: she

pokes her nose into everything but offers no proof, no references,

no sources; her entire bibliography is «a relative, a friend, or a

friend of a friend,» and deep down she is convinced that every-

one is against her or, at best, barely at her level. I’ll call her, so

she doesn’t get lost among so many aunts, Aunt Opinionator —
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evidence.Idonotproposeaclosedsystemofhoweverything

works:Iholdastanceandargueit.AndIcallit«contrarian»

—borrowingthetermfromcontrarianinvesting,bettingagainst

consensuswithone’sownevidence—becauseitdeliberatelyop-

posesadominantparadigm.Theself-helpindustrysellsa«better

self»thatlivesinthefutureandisreachedbysteps;thecloud

paradigmsellspresentconvenienceinexchangeforfuturedepen-

dence.TheContrarianThesisdeniesbothpromiseswiththesame

argument:whatyouareandwhatyoucontroltodayistheonly

operativereality.Deferraldoesnotabolishit;itobscuresituntil

thepricebecomesinevitable.Itslineageishonest:itconverses

withSeneca(«wedonotlive:wepreparetolive»),withAristo-

tle’senergeia,anditinvertsSartre’sprojet,whichthrowsidentity
forward.WhereSartrelaunchestheselfintothefuture,Ianchor

itinthepresentact.

Saudade

Anostalgiclongingthatblendspainandaffectionatonce:the

acuteexperienceofanabsencethatnonethelessfeelslikeaform

ofpresence.Themost-citeddefinition,fromFranciscoManuel

deMelo(1608–1666),callsit«agoodonesuffersandanillone

enjoys».IthasnoexactequivalentinSpanishorEnglish;itsun-

translatabilityispartofitsidentity,andithascousinsinother

languages—theGermanSehnsucht,theWelshhiraeth—thatare

notthesame,butafamilyofrelativesof«thelongingthatdoes

notdissolvewhenitsobjectissatisfied».
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mewhoyouwillbewhenyouarereborn—wealreadyknowwhat

industrythe«futureself»worksin.Tellmewhogovernstoday.

Becauseiftheansweris«theman,»evenbarely,evenwiththe

reinstrembling,thenyouhavealreadybeenbornagain—andthe

dragon,awakeandyours,worksatlastfortheLight.
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I bring saudade into this book because it is, in itself, a contrarian

stance. The happiness industry prescribes eliminating sadness

and replacing longing with immediate gratification. Saudade

does not accept that premise: to honor the longing is to recog-

nize that what is missing mattered. Lucid melancholy —in the

line of Susan Cain and her Bittersweet— is not a psychological

defect but one of the greatest gateways to creativity, connection

and love. It is not depression: melancholy orients toward what

one loves; depression subtracts from every source of meaning. It

is information about value, not a symptom of fragility. Where

consensus sees a problem to optimize, the contrarian eye sees a

portal.

Intentionality

Acting with conscious purpose: choosing, in the present, where I

direct my attention, energy and actions. It is not wishing for a fu-

ture result —that would return to the deferral the thesis rejects—

but inhabiting the present act with direction. It is the engine of

present identity: what you do today, with intention, is already

who you are, not who you promise to be. Together with delivery,

it turns thought into act without postponing it.
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sleeping man, nor the muscle that lifts on its own. Co-creation,

once again —the same as in the first chapter, now applied to the

most important birth.

And how does one get out, in practice, of the animal side of the

line? With what, on my darkest night, I learned to call decisions

of Light. They are not grand gestures: they are the series of steps

that must be worked. To listen to yourself —to stop listening to

the people who don’t matter and start listening to yourself. To

name —you already know, from saudade, what the exact word

does to the fog. To decide —today, not tomorrow, because we

already paid that debt together. And to repeat, because rebirth

is not signed: it is practiced in the gerund, «is being renewed.»

In time you realize you have been reborn not by a certificate nor

by a date, but by a humble piece of evidence: you no longer let

those old stories and those egos project themselves. The one who

could do it all no longer answers for you. The line between the

individual and the man —between the animal part of being and

the higher being— is razor-thin, and themost disconcerting thing

is that it remains the same person: same name, same hands, same

history. One cultivates faith, love, respect, and family. The other

lived comparing himself against everyone. The whole difference

fits in who holds the reins this afternoon.

That is why the title’s question is not answered once, nor an-

swered by night, as Nicodemus wanted. It is answered the way

he answered it: in the light, carrying the weight, when showing

your face costs something. The man or the animal? Do not tell
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Delivery

Theconsciousfulfillmentofadecision:dedicatingoneselftoac-

tionhereandnow,defeatingprocrastination.Intentionsetsthe

direction;deliverycarriesitout.Withoutdelivery,intentionis

merelyadeferredwish—exactlythe«futureself»theContrarian

Thesisdenies.Intentionalityanddeliveryareaninseparablepair:

directionandfulfillment,thetwohalvesofacompletepresent

act.

Gratitude

Maturegratitudethanksnotonlyforwhatonehas,butalso

forwhatonenolongerhastoendure.Itisapresentpractice:

recognizing,today,thevalueofwhatisandofwhathasbeen

spared.Itreorientsattentionfromlacktopresence.Andit

beginswherethemottobegins—inguardingattention—because

whatyouthankfor,youinhabit.

Compassion

Itisnotavirtuereservedforthedivine:itisacapacitythatis

learnedandpracticed.Understandingthateveryonecarriestheir

ownstruggleschangeshowItreatothers—andhowItreatmy-

self.Sovereigntyoverone’sthoughtsincludeschoosing,atthe

momentofjudgment,compassionovercondemnation.Itisa

presentdecision,notafeelingonewaitsfor.
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centersinyourhand,tobecoherentwithyourideasandwith

yourpassionforlife.Itislikerecognizingthatgreateffortthat

makesyouhappy.Itislikeknowingthatclosingyoureyesleads

youtofeelthebeatofyourheart—andthatthistoomakesyou

happy,becauseyouareinasafespacethatyoucreatedbydesign:

withadiscipline,withatasklist,butaboveall,withcalm.

Thesecondhalfofanōthenremains,anditisthemostdelicate,so

Isayitslowly.Isrebirthyourworkortheworkofabove?My

answer,theonethisbookhasheldsincethefirstchapter,isthat

itistheworkofboth,andeachfulfillshispartofthecontract.I

believeitthisway:GodfulfillsHispartbyhandingyouthedi-

vineforceoflettingyouwakeeachday—therawgiftofonemore

dayoftimeandspace,thewindthatblowswhereitwishes.But

itisyouwhowillhavetoact,whowillhavetobe,whowillhave

tomakethedecisions;andmanytimes,thehighestdecisionisto

decidewithHim.Muchissaidoffreewill:youhavethefreedom

tochooseeverythingthatisofinteresttoyou—butdefinitelynot

everythingthereistochooseisright,andthefreedomtochoose

doesnotincludethefreedomtoescapetheconsequences.Thisis

notareligiousbook—itisabookofphilosophyandofbeing—

butIgladlyruntheriskoftellingyouthatI,inparticular,ama

believer;IthinkIalwayshavebeenandalwayswillbe.Andinthe

depthsofmyheart,theonlychoicethathasprovedprudentfor

meistochooseHim.«WithGod,everything;withoutGod,noth-

ing,»wentasayingofmyhomeland.Rebirth,then,isconscious

andwithdivinepermission:neitherthegracethatfallsupona
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Assertiveness

Expressing what one thinks and needs with clarity and respect,

without aggression or submission. It is relational sovereignty:

speaking one’s own truth without invading the other’s. It

restores bonds that silence or explosion had damaged. Neither

staying quiet out of fear nor shouting out of anger: speaking, in

the present, what is true.

Grief

Grief is not only for the dead. One can —and sometimes must—

grieve an addiction one leaves, or a toxic bond that prevented

one frombeing free. Donewith awareness, with support andwith

faith, grief is a process of liberation, not defeat: one releases what

bound in order to inhabit the present. (This term touches real

health and loss: it is a reflective framing, not clinical advice. In a

difficult process, professional and spiritual support is an ally, not

a failure.)
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Vedanta to our own day. Do not confuse it with the «superego»

of psychoanalysis, which is almost its opposite: the inner judge of

guilt and duty. They are different maps of the same jungle, and

from Freud I keep only one borrowed image, with its credit: the

self as a rider who must rein in the superior force of his horse.

The horse is stronger. It was always stronger. A rider is not the

one with the weak horse: he is the one who learned to be a rider.

And here enters the figure that had been circling me from the

beginning: the sleeping dragon. First, this house’s hygiene of ci-

tations, because this image circulates online dressed in a toga: it

is not in Marcus Aurelius nor in any Stoic —what is verifiable

and ancient is Plato’s inner beast; what is Christian is the dragon

of Revelation; what is modern is Jung’s shadow, Tolkien’s Smaug

and, very exactly, the «pain-body» Eckhart Tolle describes asleep
until something wakes it and it feeds on drama. That said, I con-

fess that the version of the dragon that interests me most is not

the one about keeping it sedated. It is this other one, which I

discovered while dictating it: the dragon wakes when you be-

come a man. Because the dragon was not only your rage and your

vice —it was your ungoverned force, your raw potential roaring

in the basement. The evolved animal is not a dead animal: it is

all that fire, at last, with direction. And many times, with power

comes also responsibility—I think here I am quoting Spider-Man,

and in a book that has quoted Aristotle and Saint Paul I am not

ashamed to quote a truth well, wherever it comes from. The

greater prize must awaken awareness: to be aligned, to hold your
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In2004Ibuiltmyfirstserver.Itwasnotinanair-conditioned

officewithacorporatebudget:itwasasecondhandcomputer,

withCentOSinstalledbyhand,insideaKodakphotolabinMata-

moros,Tamaulipas.Iprocesseddigitalimagesatvolume—five

hundred,sixhundredeight-by-tenprintsaday,thousandsoffive-

by-sevensforschoolsandphotographersfromacrosstheregion.

AndeverydayIwatchedthesamebottleneck,soabsurdthatno

onequestioneditanymore:photographerslosttwoandthree

wholedaystravelingtodelivertheirphysicalmemorycards,or

shippedthembycourierandprayedtheywouldarrive.

Ithoughtabouttheproblemlikeanengineer,notlikearesigned

photographer.Ifthefileisdigital,whydoesittravelasifitwere

anobject?IstoodupanFTPserverwithauseraccountforeach

photographer,domainmanagement,storagespaces.Fromthat

nighton,theyuploadedtheirworkovertheInternetatdawn,the

labprintedthenextday,andthephotoswentoutbycourieral-

readydeveloped.Ieliminated,inonestroke,twoorthreedaysof

logisticseveryonetookforinevitable.Iinventednonewtechnol-
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wewerebornanimals.Itisnotmetaphor:wearrivedascreatures

ofinstinctandwegrewbyourenvironment,surroundedbyliv-

ingconditionsthatkeptusthere—andyoudonotstopbeing

whatyouarebydecree.Youdonotkillwhoyouare.Youdo

notgovernwhoyouare.Youevolveit.Ifanythingcanrepre-

senttimetousitisevolution,andthatiswhattherebornone

doeswithhisanimal:hedoesnotmurderit—hewouldbeleft

withoutforce—hedoesnotchainit—hewouldbeleftwithout

peace—heevolvesit,becauseconsciouslyheisabetterperson.

Notbecauseyouintegratedyourself,notbecauseyoukilledyour-

self:becauseyouarebetter,andyouarebetterasaresultofguard-

ingyourthoughts,havinggoodactions,andbuildinggoodhabits

—becauseyouinhabityourbeing,andwithityoumanagetobea

trueman,builtwiththepassionforlifethatintegratesyou,with

theburningdesiretoliveandtoknowyourselfalive,conscious

andself-inhabited.EvenScripturekeepsthiscourtesytowardthe

animal:theoldSpanishReina-Valeraopposesthe«animalbody»

tothe«spiritualbody»—wheretheEnglishBiblessay«natural

body»—andcallsthefirstthesowingofthesecond.Whatissown

isnothated.Itiscultivatedupward.Kantsaiditinhisdry,per-

fectway:evilisnotinanimality;theanimalisnotguilty.Guilty

isthemanwhohandsitthegovernment.

Awordaboutvocabulary,becauseIcareaboutprecisionandhere

itiseasytoslip.TheinnerjailerofthischapterIcallego:the

falseself,theconstructedcharacterthatdefendsitself,compares,

andtakesoffense—thevocabularyofthespiritualtradition,from
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ogy: I took tools that already existed and put them at the service

of a small business no one considered worthy of them.

That was the moment I understood something that would be-

come the axis of my whole professional life, and much later, of

this book: enterprise technology can change the lives of small

businesses, but no one offers it to them, because «they aren’t cor-

porations». The big providers look upward, toward the accounts

that bill millions. Below remain thousands of photographers, ac-

countants, farmers and trades who would do wonders with half

that infrastructure, if someone bothered to translate it for them.

But there is a second lesson in the Matamoros lab, and it is the

one that truly ties this chapter to the rest of the book. That server

was not a promise of what the lab would someday become. It was,
already, the proof of what the lab was: a place that had decided to
solve the real problem of its people. The act defined the identity

at the very moment of its execution. Two decades before I could

name it, I was already living the ContrarianThesis with my hands

full of cables. Philosophy did not reachme frombooks. It reached

me from acts, and the books only came afterward to confirmwhat

the hands already knew.
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hearing him?»— and his colleagues rain contempt on him. And

in the third, after the cross, when the public disciples had fled,

the man of the night appears in broad daylight carrying a hun-

dred pounds of myrrh and aloes to give a condemnedman a king’s

burial. There, and not before, we know that he was reborn. His

rebirth was not an event: it was a process —night, half a step, full

light. Saint Paul says it with an exact grammar that I love: the

new man «is being renewed.» A gerund. And here the individ-

ual inhabits his action: he consciously decides the series of steps

that must be worked, because he recognizes himself as part of

the whole. This is philosophy, this is existential —not a merely

energetic condition: the space is given for personal growth, and

what better than to guide it consciously, instead of spending your

life in struggles over everything and for everything —the car, the

house, the studies, the loan— while we postpone, uncondition-

ally, the one birth we were meant to attend to.

Now I return to the animal, because I owe it a precision that

changed the chapter for me while I was thinking it. My first im-

pulse —I dictated it that way, spelled out in full— was to say that

this thought must be killed, reduced to ashes. And there are tra-

ditions for each verb: Plato proposes governing it —in the Repub-
lic he imagines the soul as a composite creature: a many-headed

beast, a lion, and an inner man, and he calls justice the inner man

holding the reins; depth psychology proposes integrating it, mak-

ing peace with the shadow. But when I placed myself in truth be-

foremy own history, none of the three verbs was enough. Because
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ImetFranciscoHernándezatanevent,throughamutualfriend.

Hewasoverfifty,aphotographerinHuntsville,Alabama,andhe

carriedaproblemhehimselfdidnotseeasaproblem:hiswork-

flowwaschaos,andhehadgrownusedtochaos.Hestoredthe

SDcardsofeachweddinginphysicalenvelopes—oneenvelope

perclient,withseveralcardsinside:cameraone,cameratwo,the

drone—andstackedtheminashoebox.Everytimehehadtoedit,

heopenedthebox,lookedfortherightenvelope,putthecards

intoadaptersandpluggedthemintothecomputeronebyone.

Hedidnotknowwhichcardswerefullandwhichempty.He

workedwithdiscontinuedsoftware,alreadyincompatiblewith

hissystem,andstilldidnotdaretochange,because«thatwas

howhehadalwaysworked».

Franciscodidnotcometomebecausehehadlostdata.Hecame

becausehewantedtolearntoeditbetter,andhetookaweek-

longin-personcourseItaught—Premiere,Photoshopand,above

all,workflow.Whattrulyconvincedhimwasnotaslideora

promise:itwasseeingtheserverworkinglive.Thatisaconstant
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TothinkitthroughIneedtotellyouthestoryofamanwhowent

toaskthatveryquestionbynight.HisnamewasNicodemus.

HewasaPharisee,amemberoftheSanhedrin,«theteacherof

Israel»—amanwhohadeverythingworkedoutintheorgchart

ofhislife,andwhononethelesswentoutinthedark,carefulnot

tobeseen,toseekoutanitinerantcarpenterbecausesomething

insidehimdidn’taddup.Andhereceivedthemostdisconcerting

answerintheGospel:«unlessoneisbornagain,hecannotseethe

kingdomofGod.»Nicodemus,whowaseruditeandliteral,asked

theobvious:howcanamanbebornwhenheisold?Canheenter

asecondtimeintohismother’swomb?Theconfusionwasnot

clumsiness:itwasabeautifultrapoflanguage.TheGreekword

ofthepassage,anōthen,meansatonce«again»and«fromabove.»

Nicodemusheardthefirst—repeatthebirth,one’sowneffortall

overagain—andJesuswasalsosayingthesecond:abirththat

comesfromabove,«thewindblowswhereitwishes.»Keepthat

doublemeaning,becauseattheendofthechapterwearegoing

toneedbothhalves.

ButwhatalmostnoonepreachesaboutNicodemusisthething

thatmattersmosttome:hewasnotrebornthatnight.The

GospelofJohnbringshimbacktwomoretimes,andthethree

scenestogethersketchsomethingotherthanalightning-boltcon-

version.Inthefirsthegoesbynight,hidden,askingquestions.In

thesecond,sometimelater,hetakeshalfastep:inthemiddleof

theSanhedrin,whentheywanttocondemnwithoutatrial,he

daresatechnicality—«doesourlawjudgeamanwithoutfirst
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in my craft: people do not buy what they do not understand, and

they do not understand infrastructure until they see it breathe.

He saw two computers editing at the same time, without passing

files over USB, all reading from the same place at ten gigabits

per second. And he understood, in the body, what no technical

explanation had conveyed.

I built him a Dell PowerEdge R510 server, dual processor, twenty-

four terabytes in aRAID5 array of eight 4TB SASEnterprise spin-

ning drives configured with redundancy, and a ten-gigabit net-

workwith a fiber switch. I flew from Seattle to Atlanta and drove

four hours to Huntsville to install it in a single day. The total cost

—server, switch and installation— came to around two thousand

seven hundred dollars. After one year, Francisco left the shoe-

box behind. Today, seven years later, he still uses the same server,

with two editing stations and two client photo-review stations

working simultaneously, and I give him remote maintenance now

and then. His words, which I do not forget, were: «I don’t know

how I got so far with those envelopes and memory cards. Now

I work on several projects at once and I don’t worry about any-

thing.»

Francisco’s story is the chapter of habit made flesh. For years,

his identity as a photographer was defined by an inherited habit

—the shoebox— that he had never consciously chosen and that,

nonetheless, revealed him: he was an artist trapped in an ama-

teur’s logistics. The day he changed the habit, he changed who he

was in his craft. He did not become another photographer in the

50

The Man or the Animal: Who Am
I If I Have Not Been Reborn

Let me introduce you to someone. He is the one who can do it

all. The one in charge. The one with the big personality, who

walks into a place and fills it, who buys the round, who has a

stronger opinion than yours on any subject and a better story

than yours about anything at all. The conceited fool whomistakes

his pride for growth. He compares himself against everyone and

always wins, because he organizes the tournament himself. He

lives under the unholy trinity of catastrophe: «I’ll do it tomorrow,

I can do it, I’m the best.» I knew him up close —closer than I

would have liked, and in the chapter on my recovery I already

confessed the territory, so I won’t repeat the story; what I want

to do here is something else: to look at him face to face, with

compassion and without fear, and to call him by his name. That

is the animal. And the question of this chapter, which is perhaps

the deepest in the book, is this: who am I if I have not been reborn

—the man or the animal?

71



FranciscoinHuntsville

future;hewasanotherphotographerfromthefirsteditonthe

newserver.Thehabitdidnotpromisehisdestiny.Itrevealed,

andthenremade,whohewas.Thatistheentirethesis,toldwith

aDellPowerEdgeR510andanemptyshoebox.
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growth,inordertobehereforthepeopleIloveandtowhomI

intendtogivemytimeandmyconsciousdedication.

Intheend,thewholechapterfitsinanimageIhavewantedto

writeforyears.Theonewhositsinthedarkcornerwaitsfor

someonetoturnonthelight.Theonewhogetsupunderstands

thatheisthecandle.Andtheanswertothecorner’sprayer—«if

onlyitwereapittancethatGodplacedinmyhands»—hadbeen

givenallalong,hiddeninthesentenceitself:whatGodplaced

thereisnotapittance.Itisthehands.
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If Francisco’s story is habit at human scale, the one that follows

is the same truth at company scale, with a bill that hurts. An

agricultural-technology company I work with —from the world

of apples, here in central Washington, where I live— had its ser-

vices scattered across the cloud and paid around nineteen hun-

dred dollars a month. Then its cloud provider offered what looks

like a gift and is almost always a hook: a free year. They accepted,

as anyone would. They migrated virtual machines, storage, pro-

cessing. And when the free year ended, reality’s projected invoice

arrived: twenty-two to twenty-four thousand dollars a month.

That jump is no accident; it is the business model. The cloud

hooks you cheap when you are small, lets you grow comfortable,

and charges you the fortune precisely when leaving costs more

than staying. When you no longer own anything —not the server,

not the system, not the place where your data lives— the price

stops being negotiated with you and begins to be imposed on you.

You do not pay for what you use; you pay for not being able to

leave.
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the body falls out of alignment at the energetic level before the

physical one, and that this silent misalignment is the sad future of

illness. Today’s science does not endorse that formulation; what

it does have proven, with decades of psychoneuroimmunology

and allostatic load, is its first cousin: invisible disorder precedes

the visible symptom. Sustained anguish, ruminated resentment,

chronic victimhood do not stay in the soul —they charge in cor-

tisol, in blood pressure, in immunity, in sleep. Emotion knocks

the body out of alignment long before the body hurts. Keep the

version your skepticism allows you; either of the two tells you

the same thing: the corner is not free, not even for the body that

occupies it.

And what is the way out? It is not a rescue; it is a new grammar.

To inhabit. That word you already watched be born in this book,

and which here shows its full face: to inhabit life is the result of

good thoughts, good actions, and good habits. We embrace our-

selves consciously —with love, giving ourselves the time to under-

stand ourselves and to decide what is happening to us— and we

seek to take action. We distinguish between the people who want

to harm us and those who do not even pay us any attention; we

quickly detect those who delay us and slow our walk—we’ll speak

of this at length in the chapter on the Friend— and so we seek,

in the intimate, through prayer or meditation, the right spaces to

grow. This is not a religious book; it does have, yes, some small bi-

ases of spiritual love, and I embrace them presently: for my own
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IsoldthemtwelveDellserversandbuilttheircompleteinfras-

tructure,on-premise:email,databases,internalapplications,

storage.Thereturnoninvestmentcameinthreeorfourmonths.

Againstabilloftwenty-fourthousandamonth,theannual

savingsarecountedinhundredsofthousandsofdollars.But

thenumber,brutalasitis,isnottheimportantthing.The

importantthingiswhattheyrecoveredalongwiththemoney:

totalcontrolovertheirowndata—sensitivedata,agricultural,

clientdata—andthefreedomnottodependonconditionsa

thirdpartymightchangetomorrowwithoutwarning.

Herethethesisleapsfromtheexistentialtothetechnicalwith-

outchangingshape,becauseitisthesameprinciple.Iclaimthat

youridentityiswhatyoucontrolandpracticetoday,notwhat

youpromisetobetomorrow.Wellthen:toowntheinfrastruc-

tureyourdatarunsonistoowntheevidenceofwhoyouare;to

rentitfromathirdpartyistosurrendertherecordofyouriden-

tity.Thecloudisacheaphookthatendsupcostingafortune;

datasovereigntymeanstangibleownershipofyourinformation,

oninfrastructureyoucontrol.Youown,youdonotrent.Itis

theexactstructureofthemotto,translatedintoironandoptical

fiber:whatyouownandwhatyoupracticedefinewhoyouare

—notwhatsomeonepromisesyou,norrentstoyouatrationed

prices,foratomorrowthatneverquitearrives.
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itsgrammar:not«havemercyonmysmallness,»butaboundin

me.Workwithme.Buildwithme.Givemethewisdomandthe

strengthtorecognizethissituationandmoveforward.Notask-

ingforthefishnorforthenet:askingforthesteadypulse,and

puttingmyhandstowork.

HereImustpauseforintellectualhygiene,becausethiscritique

ofpleadinghascousins,andyoualreadyknowthatinthishouse

thekinshipsaredeclared.TheNewThoughtcurrent—Ernest

Holmes,WallaceWattles,NevilleGoddard—hasspentacentury

sayingthatpleadingaffirmslackandperpetuatesit,andupto

thatpointwewalktogether.Butthisbookalreadyclassifiedthat

current,inthechapteronsmoke,whereitbelongs:ontheshelf

ofmagicalthinking.AndIdonottakeitback.Thedifference

liesinthelinks.Theyproposethought→result,withnothingin

between:todesiresomethingandhaveitsimplyappear,with

noalignment,noorder,andnofollow-through—thatwouldbe

magic,andmagicismiserywithbettermarketing,becauseittoo

waitssittingdown.WhatIholdcarriesthefull,sweated-through

links:youthinkandyoudo.Youdesireand,therefore,youbuild.

Thought,act,habit—thewholechainofthemotto,withthework

insideit.Co-creationisnotmanifesting:itistilling.Genesissays

itwithoutornament:manwasplacedinthegardentotillit—not

tobegpearsfromthegardenfromthebench.

Thereisonemorethingthecornercharges,andIsayitwiththe

samecarewithwhichIgaveyousaudade.Iamconvinced—and

thisismyvision,notmedicine;Imarkitforyouinfull—that
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There is a word this book needs that neither Spanish nor English

has. Before telling you what comes next —because the chapter

that follows cannot be read without it— I have to give it to you

whole, with its history and its credentials. It is Portuguese, it is

untranslatable, and that untranslatability is part of its identity:

saudade.

Saudade is a nostalgic longing that blends pain and affection at

once: the acute experience of an absence that nonetheless feels

like a form of presence. It is not plain sadness, nor plain nostalgia,

nor plain desire; it is the exact point where the three touch. The

most-cited definition is almost four centuries old and remains

unbeaten: Francisco Manuel de Melo, a Portuguese writer of the

sixteen-hundreds, called it «bem que se padece e mal que se disfruta»
—«a good one suffers and an ill one enjoys». Notice the chias-

mus, because it is not ornament: a good that hurts, an ill that

is savored. From there comes the Lusophone saying «é bom ter
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and the handouts because he does not believe himself capable of

accomplishing anything WITH Him. The one who says «if only

it were a pittance that God placed in my hands» —and there it

is, complete, the theology of the corner: not believing yourself

deserving of something better, not believing yourself a partner

in creation, taking refuge in misery and calling it humility.

I know what you’re going to answer, because I answered it to my-

self for years: the tax collector of Luke 18 asked for mercy and left

that temple justified, while the Pharisee of merits left empty. It’s

true, and I don’t intend to dodge it. But look closely at the scene:

the tax collector was not asking for scraps. He was not negotiat-

ing his immobility. He placed himself in truth before God —«I

am this,» withoutmakeup— and to place oneself in truth is an act,

perhaps the hardest of all; it is the very act with which all recovery

begins, mine included. Misery is not in acknowledging oneself; it

is in begging so as not to act. The one who asks for mercy without

acting, without taking part, without making his own the matter

that must be resolved, is not aligned with his own spirit nor with

his achievements: he seeks outside support, blind, uninhabited,

not guarding his thoughts and much less his actions, waiting for

a miracle to fall from heaven already cooked. That plea lacks ev-

erything this book defends: it lacks action, it lacks penetration,

it lacks human depth. From my first pages I spoke to you of two

words that gave me back my life —intentionality and delivery—

and they are exactly the ones the corner never pronounces. That

is why my prayer, when I learned to pray standing up, changed
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saudades»—itisgoodtohavesaudades—whichatfirsthearing

soundslikemasochismandisexactlytheopposite:tokeepthe

longingistodefendwhatmattered.Themodernglosscondenses

itintofourwordsIwillusefortherestofthebook:thepresence

ofanabsence.

Itisnotaloneintheworld.GermanhasSehnsucht,thelongingfor
somethingunreachableorindefinable,adesiredfarness.Welsh

hashiraeth,theyearningforhomeorhomelandwithanaccentof

irreparableloss.Theyarecousinsofsaudade,nottwins:afamily

ofrelativesof«thelongingthatdoesnotdissolvewhenitsob-

jectissatisfied».Andheregoesthefirstcaveatofthechapter,

spelledoutinfull:thatfamilyisaculturalandlinguisticparal-

lel,notapeer-reviewedphilosophicalthesis.Thatthreedifferent

languagescoinedneighboringwordssuggeststheexperienceis

humanratherthanPortuguese;itdoesnotproveitisthesame

experience.Ipresentitasafamily,neverasanidentity.

Whygiveawholechaptertoaword?Becausesaudadeis,initself,

acontrarianstance—andbynowyouknowthatinthishouse,

thatispraise.Thehappinessindustryprescribeseliminatingsad-

nessandreplacinglongingwithimmediategratification:ifsome-

thinghurts,optimizeit;ifsomethingismissing,buyitorforget

it.Saudadedoesnotacceptthepremise.Tohonorthelongingis

torecognizethatwhatismissingmattered.Melancholyisnota

symptomoffragility:itisinformationaboutvalue.Ittellsyou,

withaprecisionnoinventoryofachievementscanmatch,what

itisthatyoulove.Whereconsensusseesaproblemtosolve,the
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personalvictimhood,theycallit:theneedforyourwoundtobe

acknowledged,ruminationovertheoffense,themoralsuperior-

ityoftheinjured.Thecorner,inhabitedlongenough,stopsbeing

aplacewhereyouareandbecomessomeoneyouare.Andthat

isexactlythepointwherethisbookhastointervene,becauseits

wholethesissaysthatyouarewhatyoudoandrepeattoday.

Nowcomesthepartofthechapterthathascircledmefor

years,andIwillgiveittoyouwiththesamehonestywith

whichIverifiedmyownsentence.Thereisawordspoken

oftenfromthecorner:mercy.AndIwanttodosomething

deliberatewithit.Itstrueetymologyisbeautiful:theLatin

misericordia—miser,wretched,andcor,cordis,heart:theheart

turnedtowardthewretched.Thewholetraditionbacksit,and

backsitwell:Hebrewhashesed,theloyalcovenantlovethatacts,
andrajamim,thepluralof«womb»—visceralcompassion,ofa

mother’sinsides;theGreekoftheGospelhaseleos,thecryof

blindBartimaeusandthemurmurofthetaxcollector.Biblical

mercyisnotpity:itiscommitmentthatactsandagutthatis

moved.Thatisthetruemeaning,andIhavenotcometocorrect

it.Ihavecometoreaditinreverse,knowingly,becausetheword

keepsinitsrootawarningalmostnoonewantstosee:misery

andmercyshareblood.YoucanstillhearitintheLatin—miseria
andmiseri-cordia,thewretchedonefoldedintotheverywordfor
theheart.Andthereisawayofbeggingformercythatis,letter

byletter,beggingformisery:themiseryoftheonewhobegs

soasnottoact.TheonewhopleadswithGodforthescraps
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contrarian eye sees a portal. It is the same logical structure as the

Contrarian Thesis, applied now to the heart: what most people

discard as weakness is reclaimed as capacity.

And I amnot the only one saying it. SusanCain—the samewriter

who rehabilitated the introverts— devoted an entire book, Bitter-
sweet, to defending that the bittersweet state —that «tendency

to states of longing, poignancy, and sorrow; an acute awareness

of passing time; and a curiously piercing joy at the beauty of the

world»— is not a psychological defect but a disposition of high

value: «one of the greatest gateways to states of creativity, connec-

tion and love». Its corollary strikes me as one of the most beau-

tiful sentences popular psychology has produced: we are born

to transform pain into beauty. Experimental science points the

same way from another flank: Joseph Forgas documented that

mild negative affect —tempered sadness, not collapse— improves

memory, reduces judgment biases, and sharpens one’s reading of

others. Lucid melancholy is not a malfunction. It is a precision

instrument.

The lineage of this idea is old, and it deserves to be cited hon-

estly, even where honesty is uncomfortable. The most famous

text in the canon —the question of the Problemata: why are all
those who have excelled in philosophy, politics, poetry or the arts

melancholic?— circulated for centuries as Aristotle’s, and it is not

Aristotle’s: it is pseudo-Aristotelian, the work of his school, prob-

ably Theophrastus. I cite it «from the Aristotelian corpus», not

«from the philosopher», because we have already learned in this
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ductivity. That steps are missing. That studies are missing. That

this is very complicated and it’s better to wait for someone who

knows. The ego is a brilliant lawyer with a single client —your

immobility— and it never loses a case, because the judge is also

him. I know its pleadings by heart: through lack of attention to

my own surroundings, even the closest, I sabotaged myself, lost

my balance and my equilibrium, and instead of discovering my-

self as an individual in order to grow, I lingered in vices and bad

behaviors. I did not seek my well-being, nor my health, much less

my spiritual growth. And that is how one stops caring for the im-

portant things and the great treasures life holds: family, health,

one’s own development, and all the success still to come.

The science of this exists, and it is harder than it looks. For half

a century it was taught that passivity is learned: that the organ-

ism, struck with no way out, «learns» that nothing depends on

it and gives up —Seligman’s famous learned helplessness. But in

2016, Maier and Seligman revisited their own experiments with

the tools of neuroscience and signed one of the most elegant re-

tractions in modern psychology: passivity is not learned; it is the

brain’s default state in the face of prolonged adversity. What is

learned is control. Read that again, because it inverts fifty years of

intuition: no one needs lessons to stay in the corner. The corner is

the factory setting. What requires learning, new circuits, repeti-

tion —what requires, in this book’s vocabulary, habit— is getting

up. And there is more: recent psychology describes victimhood

as something that can turn into identity —the tendency to inter-
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bookwhatrepeatingcomfortableattributionscosts.RobertBur-

ton,in1621,wroteunderapseudonymanAnatomyofMelancholy
thatunderstooditasaconditionofbodyandsoulatonce—apsy-

chosomaticintegrationaheadofitstime.Kierkegaardsawinthe

consciousnesscapableofdespairasignofspirit,notofmalfunc-

tion:thehumanbeingasasynthesisofthefiniteandtheinfinite,

ofthetemporalandtheeternal.AndC.S.Lewisspenthislifecir-

clinghisownwordforthis—Joy,that«unsatisfieddesirewhichis
itselfmoredesirablethananyothersatisfaction»—untilarriving

athisfamousinference:ifIfindinmyselfadesirewhichnoex-

perienceinthisworldcansatisfy,themostprobableexplanation

isthatIwasmadeforanotherworld.Notethenuance,because

Lewisputitthereonpurposeandtheposterversionsstripitaway:

«themostprobableexplanation».Itisanabduction—aninfer-

encetothebestexplanation—notasyllogism.ThatishowIcite

itandhowIleaveit:asabeautifulhypothesis,itshumilityintact.

Twomoreboundaries,andtheyaretheonesthatmattermost

tome.Thefirst:melancholyisnotdepression,andconfusing

themisdangerousinbothdirections.Adaptivemelancholyco-

existswithfunctioning:oneeats,sleeps,works,loves;oftenone

perceivesbeautymoreintensely,notless.Itisproportionateto

itsobjectanditisfinite.Clinicaldepressionissomethingelse

—anhedonia,brokensleepandappetite,persistenthopelessness,

sustaineddysfunction—anditrequiresprofessionalhelp,nota

bookchapter.TheoperativecriterionIuseisthis:melancholy

orientstowardwhatoneloves;depressionsubtractsfromevery
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Iknowacorner.Itsitsintheangleofanyroom—sometimesa

livingroom,sometimesanoffice,sometimestheseatofaparked

pickuptruck—andithasastrangeproperty:fromthereyoucan

seeeverything.Youcanseethecallthatoughttobemade,the

projectthatoughttobestarted,theconversationthatoughtto

behad.Thefuture—thenextstepofyourownevolution—is

visibleformilesfromthatcorner.Andyettheonesittingthere

doesnotgetup.Isatinthatcornerforyears.Theywerethe

yearsof«tomorrowI’llbebetter,»andIalreadytoldyouwhat

thatsentencecostme;whatIhavenottoldyouisthepostureof

thebodyinwhichitispronounced.Itisnotsaidstanding.Itis

saidsittinginthedarkcorner,armscrossed,waitingforsomeone

—apartner,astrokeofluck,Godhimself—tocomeanddofor

mewhatwasminetodo.Andfromthere,ItellyoubecauseI

livedit:weplaythevictimwitheveryoneandforeverything.

Thefirstthingtounderstandaboutthecorneristhatnoonelocks

youinsideit.Thejailerissubtler:itistheego,whichtwistsev-

erythingandmanufacturespostponementswithadmirablepro-
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source of meaning. If what you feel points you to a love, it is

saudade. If it extinguishes them all, seek help. This is an intellec-

tual glossary, not a clinical evaluation.

The second boundary is the one that turns this word into a tool

rather than a decoration. Matthew Lieberman’s experiments

showed that naming an emotion precisely —giving it the exact

word, out loud— reduces the activity of the amygdala and lights

up the cortex that regulates: affect labeling. What you name, you

can look in the eye; what you leave at «I feel strange» governs

you from the shadows. That is why this chapter exists. Giving

you the word saudade is not a lyrical luxury: it is handing you the
instrument with which a longing stops being fog and becomes

information. Guarding your thoughts sometimes begins with

something as humble as guarding the vocabulary you think them

with.

Now you have the word. In the chapter that follows you will

watch it work in living flesh —mine— because there is a longing

that rose through my chest one night, watching the same video

twice, and I could only look it in the eye once I knew its name.
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recognizing that I wasn’t as present as that father in the video was

being. But —and this is what I have to say with the full honesty of

this book— that longing wasn’t grief for something lost forever.

Ivania is alive. She is almost seventeen, and there is a bond with

me that is still possible, still there, waiting. What I felt was the

presence of an absence: the real weight of what I didn’t give, liv-

ing in the same body as the desire to give it. And that desire, if I’ve

learned anything, is not a promise for tomorrow. It’s worth noth-

ing as «tomorrow I’ll be a better father.» It’s worth everything

as today’s gesture: the question today, the shared dinner today,

the phone put away today while she talks. Today, not tomorrow.

Because the man I want to be for my daughter isn’t waiting for

me at the top of some staircase; he reveals himself, or doesn’t, in

what I do with her this afternoon. Fatherhood, like identity, like

recovery, is not a destination you reach. It is a debt paid, day by

day, from the present. Today, not tomorrow. Today!
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Itisthedebtpaidfromthepresent

Foryears,«tomorrowI’llbebetter»wastheexactphrasethatsus-

tainedmyaddiction.Itwasn’tthesubstancethatsankmefirst;

itwasthatpromise.EverynightIclosedthedaywithapactthat

feltnobletomeandwasinfactthemostcowardlyofall:todayI

amthis,buttomorrow—trulytomorrow—I’llbesomeoneelse,

morewhole,morepresent,moreofafather,moreofaman.And

sayingitsilentlygavemeafalserelief,because«tomorrow»ab-

solved«today»ofallresponsibility.Theliewasn’tinwantingto

bebetter;itwasinplacingthatbetterselfinafuturethatnever

arrived,becauseatdawnIsignedthesamepactalloveragain.

Thetruththatgavememylifebackistheoppositeone,andit’s

thetruththatrunsthroughmywholemotto:myhabitsdonot

promisemydestiny,theyrevealit.Theydon’tannouncewhoI

willbecome;theyconfesswhoIalreadyam.That’swhywhatI

writehereisn’tdeskphilosophy,isn’tanideathatseducedmein

abook.It’sadebtIlearnedtopaywiththeonlycurrencythat

paysforanythingreal:thepresent.Philosophycameafterward,
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acting,notliving,andnotguardingyourthoughtsstartingnow,

becauseithandstheentireweighttoaversionofyouthatdoesn’t

existandtoauniversesupposedlyworkingwhileyouwait.It’sa

racelostatthestartingline,becausethestartisexactlywhatgets

postponed.Ilivedit:everyvisualizedstepwasonemorenightI

didn’tinhabit.Therealpracticeisexactlythereverse,anditis

humbletothepointofdiscomfort:notvisualizingthedestina-

tion,butinhabitingthepresentactwithintentionanddelivery.

Notaskingtheuniversetomakemeabetterfather,butmaking

thecalltoday,sayingthewordtoday,holdingthegazetoday.Des-

tinyisn’tprayedfor;it’sexecuted.Askingtheuniverseissigning

the«tomorrow»pactalloveragain;actingis,atlast,payingthe

debt.Andthedebtisonlypaidinthesoul’slegaltender,which

isnow.

Irecentlywatchedthesamevideotwice:afathertalkingwithhis

youngdaughter,eightornineyearsold,teachinghertorecognize

whotrulylovesher.Thegirlansweredwithaclaritythatsplitme

open:ifsomeonepullsyouawayfromyourfamily,theywantto

manipulateyou;iftheybelittleyourachievements,theyenvyyou;

ifbeingwithhimmeanslosingyourself,that’snottheone;andat

theend,almostsingingit,«lovingmemeanscaringforme;who-

evertrulylovesmecaresforme,valuesme,andprotectsme.»I

didn’tfeelsadnesswatchingit.Ifeltsomethingelse,deeperand

hardertoname:alongingthatroseupthroughmychestlikean

ache,almostliketheurgetocry,thinkingofmydaughterIvania,

whoturnedsixteenlastyearandwillturnseventeenthisyear,and
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to explain in words what the body had already learned the hard

way.

I had seen this before, without knowing I was seeing it, in my

other trade, the one of cables and servers. When I flew from

Seattle to Atlanta and drove four hours to Huntsville to set up,

for Francisco —a photographer with more than fifty years in the

craft, who kept his memory cards in envelopes inside a shoebox—

that Dell PowerEdge R510 with its eight drives and its fiber net-

work, I wasn’t selling him a future. I didn’t tell him, «with this

your business will become great.» I handed him a machine that

proved what his business already was: half a century of eye, of
craft, of hands that knew how to frame a life. The server wasn’t

a promise; it was a notarized record. The same with the apple-

country agricultural company, when I handed back to them pos-

session of their own data: to own the infrastructure your data

runs on is to own the evidence of who you are; to rent it is to

surrender the record of your identity. On each of those trips I

learned, without yet giving it a name, that identity isn’t what a

business swears it will become in its five-year plan, but what it

does and controls today. Aristotle called it energeia—the act, the

thing in its being— as against dynamis, mere potential, dormant

possibility. A seed in a drawer is not a tree; it is the promise of a

tree. The act is the only thing that is. And a business, like a man,

is its energeia: what it executes, not what it envisions.

Science, when I finally consulted it, did nothing but confirm

what the cables had already whispered to me: the brain lives
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in the present and only responds to the present. There is no

neuron that rewards tomorrow’s intention; there are thousands,

though, that reorganize themselves around today’s repeated act.

Lieberman and his team showed something that looks small and

changes everything: when you name an emotion out loud —«I’m

anxious,» «I’m sad»— the amygdala’s firing drops. Affect labeling,
they called it. What you name, you can face; and what you face,

stops running you from the shadows. That is an operation that

happens now, not tomorrow. A habit itself is nothing but a

thought that one day stopped asking permission: you thought it

so many times it became flesh, it automated itself, and now it

acts on your behalf without consulting you. That’s why guarding

your thoughts is not abstract mental hygiene: it is choosing

what will become automatic, which thought will earn the right

to act in your name. And even sadness —the mild kind, the

one Forgas studied— turns out to have a craft of its own: it

sharpens memory, improves judgment, refines your reading of

other people. Tempered melancholy is not a malfunction; it is a

precision instrument. None of this lives in the future. All of it

happens in the act, today.

Here I have to be hard on myself, because I loved that lie and I

know its face. There is a dream sold everywhere that is the pol-

ished version of my old addiction: break your goal down into

steps, draw a staircase, visualize the future self waiting at the top

of it, ask the universe and wait for destiny to align with you. It

sounds like a method; it’s an alibi. It’s the perfect alibi for not
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