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Index of Terms

anothen — 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 flacterer.

projet — the project (Sartre); idcntity 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
a mother’s insides — the other half of biblical mercy.
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Guard Your Thoughts
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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 prin,
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. Itisn’ta 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 the man is finished, but because I learned that no man
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; 'm handing
you the method, which is no ]onger 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

I21
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Prologue

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.» 1 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: 1
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: «comorrow 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 and mercy 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 —
[ 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 i,

and it edited me back.
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Guard Your Thoughts

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 gave me my 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 waic for every-

thing to be finished before starting to think with you.

— Roberto Ocampo

Recovery

But what truly rebuilt me were not the diagnoses, but a few words
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 saving my marriage —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 me my 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

II7



pue —sa11s uoneionb ‘sarrorsodar yooq ‘saseqerep drwapeIe—
sadendue] 0 UI $32IN0S IAL-A1IIYI YSNOIy) paquiod Jey3 syuade
sem 1 ‘snd10d 1o11d ou ur paasixd dseayd Aw jeyd pawie]d | udym
1321108 eNIUELLI) puE 10] YI1eds LY, "SSUIYI 91210U0d K194 OP
sjuade o Apnas SIYI U "MIIAII UBWINY PUE UOLDIIILP UBWNY 1P
-un ‘sj001 5oy 01 uoneredaad pue yo1easa Jo syse1 sjoym Sunedd
-[Pp ey A9EXD S Y10M d1uady “PIp 1 3eym s11odal pue ‘syeap
‘$9Z1UE310 ‘$HDIYD-$501D ‘saydIeds 11 :sdais ur Ino I sarwIEd pue
—uonsanb 3500[ & 30u— yse1 219[dwod € udAIS st ey weidoxd

IOUIBI[[PIUL-[EIOYILIE UL ST JUITY Uy "SUBIW PIOAM YD JBYM ISTL]

10811 9 Jo 1red st Lj1odoad a1 Surrepag IudIdyOdOUL Oq
P[noa poyIaw 9y SUIPIY ‘SIUO I[qEIIOJUWOD IIAO SEIPI I[ISUIJIP
19301d 03 swirepd 1eyd 199[0ad v up “pra1 nok Jeym 413 01 1yFrom
Uonw MOy MOUY NOA 0s Moy A[19exd ure[dxd [[im | pue a1 uo
spuadop 1eya Surgafue peas noA a10jaq ‘9ded puodas oY1 uo os nok

[[23 1 "2uadiur erynae Jo djdy oy yarm uaiLim st jooq S,

“(pnas stya ut §]003 2081 1PIUL-]VIY14Y fo 35N Y3 pUD Y00 NJUITY U()

POy Y], 290Jod ]

911

"SMOPEYS 91 WOIJ NOA SUIA03
IDUD[IS NOA JEYA (943 Y UL YOO UEd NOA ‘dweu nok Jey A\ "puIw
umo Aw 1940 AJUFI1940s JUIUIE[IIT JO 1D ISI1J Y SEM —PIom
39eXd Y3 1 SurAld— dseastp a3 SunueN I Surmouy INOYIIAM
yanow s uor] 3y ut peay Aw Jumnd uddq pey D qEINUPE SeA §53D
-X JEYI JAII[2q 0 JWOD PEY OYM ‘[ “II SPIIJ ILYI TUIWUOIIAUD UE
pue uonsodsipaid saamboai 3 “191081RYD Jo 2an[IEy € A dwis Jou
‘UTEIQPIW Y JO ISEISIP € SI UOIDIPPE DDWEYS WOJ JW PILJ Iey)

[earuyda Sunyrawos pooistopun Is11y | weidoid dasuaiur ue uj

pudjap [ Lydosofiyd ay3 ‘prom 10§ prom ‘st 219y pauied]
[ IBYM ISNEIIQ PUE— ISIXD JOU P[NOM J0Ooq SIY1 ssa001d Jey) 1IN0
-[a1as 9snEd3q 1t 121 [ A1 10J Yst 01 10 ILIdW WL 01 Sy [[N
10U Op | "UOISIIP dUO YIm ueddq JuryIAIaad padueyd 1ey) prol
Y[, "Aem piey Y3 WILd] 03 Py | SUIYIIWOS SEM 11 ‘$IIN0S JAL)

-1y $5010¢ PayyLIdA | aseayd € sem «s1ySnoyl oA piend» 210joq

w3dvyd Luvaunjoa qvuosiad v

(1202032y]



Guard Your Thoughts

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 inte]]igence 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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Guard Your Thoughts

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 chis: the agents carried
bricks, and the one who drew the blueprints —who decided

Where cvery Wa“ goces, and W]‘IO answers f‘OI' the hOUSC— is me.

— Roberto Ocampo

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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Guard Your Thoughts

self, with the rigor one signs a technical report with, was Category
2 — Defensible Authorship with Caveat, HIGH confidence: the

phrase, as [ 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

Choosing — The Link That Does Not Break

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 scratum 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 stafl. 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.

III



IT

Qe Y3 SUAOWAI S
«sp1om» Juraowdy KINULIUOD ILIPIWW] ST 1Y 10IE[SULI] OU
SI 919U1 OP NOK JEYM PUE YUIYI NOK IBYM UIIMIIG "JOU ST ] [[PM
dA1] 01 ySnoud st [[Pm Supyeads 1eyr Junsaddns oq ppnom | ‘ureyd
Y2 UL SPIOA Y[ [ J] “IOUUED 1T Y ST € 9 UL SPIOA\ "A[$$I]
-o11 31 2o1de1d pue SSOUPUDY IYI E[NINIE 1IAIU OYM SIIYIO
pue ‘A[pnid yam 1de pue sprom 1YS o1 Les oym djdoad udas
sy [ -ddendue] Aq PIILIPIW 10U 221D ST UONDY "IINPUOD Ul

SQAIQSLUQIP ssaxdxo 0l pQZ!IBC[.IQA 9C[ jou pQQU Slqﬁnoql QAQHQq 1

"UOLIDIAUOD JO
INO 11 PIAOWDL | "SI[E[[AS 2AEs 03 10 AJrjduuis 01 ysiam & JO N0 Jou
pUE S[UI[ IEY1 PIAOWDL | «’SUOLDE INOK WO SPIOM INOA pue
‘spom INOA JW0ddq A1 I8NEIIQ SIYSNOYI 0K PIEND)» “SpIom

UONOE pue 1YINOYY UIIMIIQ YUI| B SIIISUL UIEYD DISSE[D Y],

«SPIOM» SUIAOWAT — P PUOIIG

"SIUNOD
1deUd nok Jeym AuQ KInudp! st sunod [erudod ou :saduanb
-9su0 1se[ 1Y 01 Wiy paddeap | Inq ‘O0IsLIy 250y | “(stuwudp)

Lniqissod 219w s31 ur Jou pue (V1ZOUI) 1T I UL smoys Junyy e

NP 224y, SI1 puv ISVLYJ Y],

OI1
013uEMm noA Uy A\ 9218 qof & woiy :JuryL19ad Isowe purisidpun

[ 219U S UIIYM 91 POOISIIPUN | 2IDYA WOIJ NOK 03 31 [[93 W 1]

"JU0 AJUO Y], "dUO [E1 Y], "UOISIIIP
oy st Sursstw saey Ay -dsde[[od [[1s pue ey Aq JPsinok mouy
ued nox “dn jpsinod Juipjoy st dwes Y3 10U St J[2sIN0K Furs
moX [[91 03 Su10S st 10111 ou JEYM mouy| APEII[E NOK ‘IEf Sy dw
Y1 PIY[EM IANOA JT ING J[9SINOK 03 J1[ 03 ABM OU (LM J[9SINOK
AxEs NOK SIWII INOJ ‘STOLIW IN0] “dAey A[n1) noA Jueisur A[uo oy
ur paueyd ‘70ds oy uo 1yt 919y Surdq JO JrId Y “Ase] puy St
JUOIWOS OYM S[EIAIT TEYD ‘SPIOM Y1 10U IINIJ Y S 31 ISNEIIQ —
PEaY A9 [nUN Wiy IPIsaq Mo13 1BYD $318I AYI YA ‘PUILY I3
Uy, "Wy SUI[IY] JO PEIISUL WIY JA[OAD 01 SE 08 ‘PIIILY INOYIIM
PUE IE3J INOYILM dWEU SIY Aq [[ED 01 PIUIEI] IM WOYM ‘[ELUIUE
Y1 UIY], "UO UOHEIOINDP OU (LM W 18I Y1 10] J[IsInOK 395
N0 219yM KI9SIW JO WOOI IEY “IDUI0D YD ISIL] TUIPIIIE OU SEM

I9PIO0 Y puE — IBXd 9 01 “IN0,J "SIOLIW Jo Aem £q 219y 103 I\

Yp2Ug 10N
$20(] DY, Jur] Y] — SU1s00y”)



Guard Your Thoughts

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 scopped 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. The mark 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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The Smoke Industry

[. 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’c 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,» the man who 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

Right on the Spot — The Craft of the Present

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 the ma-
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 and waits 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 ]etting 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 'm just telling myself a nice story: home. Sarahi doesn’c
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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Guard Your Thoughts

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, ]egitimate— 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 repear 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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Guard Your Thoughts

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 professiona]s: don’t manipulate the
prospect on the call, those tricks can backfire with sophisticated buyers.
That they need to warn against manipu] ation 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 se]ling 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—]oss, because they know a percentage

18

Right on the Spot — The Craft of

the Present

«Excellence is not an act, but a habit.» — attributed to Will Durant,

glossing Aristotle (Nicomachean Ethics, 11)

There is a phrase that comes out of me on its own, in English,
when something finally lands: «Right on the spot!» 1 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 s, if
you push me, the other face of the man I used to be — the one who
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 lictle 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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Guard Your Thoughts

I1I. 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 own magazine. 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.

I¢’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

The Good Friend

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 seck 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 —1I 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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Guard Your Thoughts

possib]e to audit. And regu]atory 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 correct]y 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!» 1
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 «legitimate marketing» and «culc.»
There is a speccrum. And placing yourself correctly on that spec-

trum is the difference between thinking and reacting.
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The Good Friend

The acid test Plutarch gave and any life confirms: the flatcerer
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 flacterer 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.’ Iron sharpens iron. The truthful friend is a whet-
stone: friction that polishes. The flacterer is sandpaper in reverse:

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

"The 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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Guard Your Thoughts

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
against my 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 greac 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 'm criticizing —just inverted. The
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The Good Friend

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 flacterer, his easiest
audience, and that is why the external flacterer 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 become men. We are always fearful
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Guard Your Thoughts

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 itisn’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 Good Friend

«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 adule 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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Guard Your Thoughts

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 thac will
arrive «later.» It p]aces your happiness in the external —money,
status, the magic 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 from Stoicism sits the magical chinking
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 rep]aces 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.

28

Advice I Sell, and for Myself I Have None

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
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Guard Your Thoughts

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 atcached. 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

30

Advice I Sell, and for Myself I Have None

and I do not open the file, because this book believes, with Aristo-
tle and with Thomas, in the unity. My declared faith —that there
is being beyond life— I do not ground here in neuroscience; 1
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 gives me 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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Guard Your Thoughts

—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 precise]y

that thoughts aren’t enough.

First, I read the fine print before signing, always, without excep-
tion, even when 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: 1
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 a misaligned life sickens the whole because the whole

is one. That is why the body bills what the mind neglects.
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Guard Your Thoughts

on the spot: at the exact point. I say it when a diagnosis lands
squarely where 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-ticker 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 | 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. 1 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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The Contrarian Thesis

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 —the most 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: «itis not things that disturb men,
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
—ecating 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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Guard Your Thoughts

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 rea]ity. Deferral does not abolish that rea]ity; 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 —«you will 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 Veriﬁr 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 legibi]ity. 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 Rs10 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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Guard Your Thoughts

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. T share their di-
agnosis in full. But they stop at the warning —postponing is
expensive— and I radicalize the verdict: it is not mere]y 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 Ofyourse]f— 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 i,
holding up the character—; but come a lictle 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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Terms and Conventions

Before debating an idea we must agree on what its words mean. |
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 —ofa 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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Have None

«Do you see a man wise in his own eyes? There is more hope for a fool

than for him.» — Proverbs 26:12

Let me take you to an after-dinner table. Any one will 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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Guard Your Thoughts

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 |
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 yourse]f—to stop ]istening 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
a]ready 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 the most 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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Guard Your Thoughts

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 from being free. Done with awareness, with support and with
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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ogy: | took tools that a]ready 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 techno]ogy 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, [ was already ]iving the Contrarian Thesis with my hands
full of cables. Philosophy did not reach me from books. It reached
me from acts, and the books only came afterward to confirm what

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 condemned man 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 cthat 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-

fore my own history, none of the three verbs was enough. Because
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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 Rs10 server, dual processor, twenty-
four terabytes in a RAIDs5 array of eight 4TB SAS Enterprise spin-
ning drives configured with redundancy, and a ten-gigabit net-
work with 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
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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 who mistakes
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, '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 Thave not been reborn

—the man or the animal?
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The Sovereignty of Data

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 Dark Corner of Misery

the body falls out of a]ignment 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
seck 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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Saudade: The Presence of an

Absence

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 «¢ 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,» without makeup— 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 secks 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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Guard Your Thoughts

contrarian eye sees a porta]. 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 am not the only one saying it. Susan Cain —the same writer
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 ]ineage 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 healch, much less
my spiritual growth. And that is how one stops caring for the im-
portant things and the great treasures life holds: family, healch,

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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Guard Your Thoughts

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 ]ights
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.

«Tomorrow I'll Be Better»

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’c give, liv-
ing in the same body as the desire to give it. And thatdesire, 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 comorrow.
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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Guard Your Thoughts

to explain in words what the body had a]ready 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 enve]opes inside a shoebox—
that Dell PowerEdge Rs10 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 1 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 1
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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