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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.» | 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 inves-
tigated 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 evi-

dence beside it, and only then allowed myself to sign it. Because a
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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
the quarry and the scaffold— because the idea it defends demands
it. If what I claim is that you are what you do today, not what you
promise to be tomorrow, then I cannot hide the process and show

you only the result: the process is the content.

Writing in the open is not a metaphor; it is a method, and you
should know what it entails. Every chapter of this book is built in
plain sight: the drafts, the decisions, what I cut and why. Before
using an important word, I agree on it with you —that is what the
Terms and Conventions chapter is for, a living glossary where each
concept is pinned down once, with its nuance and its boundary,
and then referenced without being explained again. Around the
book grows the rest of the project: the talk I am preparing for
a stage, the rehearsals, the notes, the real cases. Pieces that look

loose today and, over time, arrange themselves into a whole. All of
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that is this book thinking out loud, and I would rather you watch

it happen than receive only the developed print.

I owe you a warning, and I would rather give it to you on the first
page. This is not a motivational book. I am not here to promise
that in five years you will be who you dream of being, nor to sell
you a ladder of steps toward an improved version of yourself that
lives in the future. I am here to argue an uncomfortable, contrary
idea with you: that you already are who you are today, in what you
think, in what you do, and in what you repeat without noticing.
There is no «true self> waiting for you around the corner of time.
The one reading this, now, with these hands and these habits, is

tl’lC Ol’lly one WhO exists.

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. |
prefer a defensible idea to a comfortable one. And I prefer to con-
fess 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 recov-
ery that gave me my life back. The philosophy came afterward, to
explain what the body had already learned.
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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 together

fOI‘ WhCl’lCVCI‘ you want to return to them.

Read slowly. What follows is work in progress, and I would rather
share it this way —imperfect and honest— than wait for everything

to be finished before starting to think with you.

— Roberto Ocampo




Preface: The Method

On agentic work and the use of artificial-intelligence tools in this study.

This book is written with the help of artificial intelligence. I tell
you so on the second page, before you read anything that depends
on it, and I will explain exactly how, so you know how much
weight to give what you read. In a project that claims to prefer
defensible ideas over comfortable ones, hiding the method would

be incoherent. Declaring it properly is part of the rigor.

First, what the word means. An agent is an artificial-intelligence
program that is given a complete task —not a loose question—
and carries it out in steps: it searches, cross-checks, organizes,
drafts, and reports what it did. Agentic work is exactly that:

delegating Wl’lOlC tasks ofresearch and preparation to tl’lCSC tOOlS,
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under human direction and human review. In this study, the
agents do very concrete things. They search for and triangulate
sources: when I claimed that my phrase existed in no prior corpus,
it was agents that combed through thirty-five sources in two
languages —academic databases, book repositories, quotation
sites— and 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 formalize 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 intelligcncc 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
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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 ham-

mer 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 actribu-
tion is doubtful, T say so. Where a classic text turns out to be
pseudo—cpigraphic, I ﬂag it. Where the evidence does not support
an accusation, I temper the accusation. None of that is guaranteed
by a machine: it is guaranteed by the commitment that no page is
published without passing through my judgment. You can audit

tl’lC I'CSLllt, bccausc thC seams are ICﬁZ ShOWil’lg.

There is a deeper reason for telling you all this, and it connects to
the thesis of the book. I defend sovereignty: over your thoughts
and over your data. It would be strange to defend it with a rented
method. That is why this study runs, as far as possible, on infras-

tructure of my own —a small but full-fledged data center I built
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myself: a server laboratory with GPU infrastructure, networking
and systems, where my local models run—, with outside assistance
where it genuinely helps, and not on blind faith in someone else’s
black box. And itis not only the machine that is mine: the method
is too. This way of Working —the author at the center, giving the
instructions, while the agents carry the heavy load—1 designed it, |
directit, and it belongs to me; the process is a creation of mine, not
of the tool. Artificial intelligence is the instrument —enormously
powerful, but subordinate—: it executes under my authorship and
my verification, it does not decide for me, it does not sign, and it
is neither co-author nor owner of anything. I am neither a techno-
phobe nor a dazzled convert: artificial intelligence seems to me
cxactly what it is, an cnormously powcrful tool with a rcsponsiblc
author in front of it. Using it without declaring it would be smoke.
Declaring it, showing you where it begins and where it ends, is the

opposite of smoke: it is the method laid on the table.

What follows, then, was written like this: the agents carried bricks,
and the one who drew the blueprints —who decided where every

Wall goces, and WhO ANSWETS fOI‘ tl’lC hOUSC— is me.

— Roberto Ocampo
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In May 2026 I did what any honest thinker should do before sign-
ing an idea: research it thoroughly, willing to lose it. I wanted to
know whether the phrase I had formulated —the one that sums
up how I understand the relationship between thought, habit and
identity— was truly mine, or whether I had heard it somewhere
and memory had handed it back to me disguised as a discovery.
That question is not vanity; it is honesty. Signing as my own what
belongs to another is the one form of plagiarism that would cruly

shame me.

The answer was nuanced, and the nuances matter. The concep-
tual architecture —the chain that runs from thought to habit and

from habit to character— was not original: it belongs to a venera-

II
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ble public—domain tradition, documented at least since Tryon Ed-
wards (c. 1870) and popularized by Frank Outlaw (1977). But the
exact wording, with its precise verbs and its particular closing, was.
Thirty-five sources reviewed in Spanish and English: academic
databases, book repositories, quotation sites, social networks, the
famous Quote Investigator. The verdict I assigned myself, with the
rigor one signs a technical report with, was Category 2 — Defen-
sible Authorship with Caveat, HIGH confidence: the phrase, as I

wrote it, appears in no prior corpus consulted.

But what is truly interesting is not the originality of the wording.
Anyone can rearrange words. What is interesting are the three
philosophical decisions that set my version apart from the classic
chain, because each of them is a stance on time, on action, and on
who you are. I did not change the words for style. I changed them

because I think diﬁerently!
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First edit — «define» instead of «will become»

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 execution.
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 philosophical terms,
the difference between Bergson —for whom being is process, be-
coming, flow— and Aristotle, for whom the being ofa thing shows
in its act (energeia) and not in its mere possibility (dynamis). I chose
Avristotle, but I dragged him to his last consequences: no potential

counts as idCl’ltity. Ol’lly Wl’lat you enact counts.
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Second edit — removing «words»

The classic chain inserts a link between thought and action: words.
«Guard your thoughts because they become your words, and your
words become your actions.» I removed that link, and not out of a

wish to simplify or to save syllables. I removed it out of conviction.

I believe thoughts need not be verbalized to express themselves
in conduct. Action is direct, not mediated by language. I have
seen people who say the right words and act with cruelty, and oth-
ers who never articulate their kindness and practice it tirelessly.
Words can be a mask; the act cannot. If I left words in the chain,
I would be suggesting that speaking well is enough to live well.
It is not. Between what you think and what you do there is no
translator: there is immediate continuity. Removing «words» is

removing the alibi.
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Third edit — «reveal who you are» instead of «your

destiny»

The classic closing is «your destiny». That word drags centuries
of fatalism behind it: a trajectory toward something external to
be reached or missed, a written ending that we can only fulfall.

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

I wrote «reveal who you are», in the present. The chain does not
culminate in a promised future but in a truth about the current
self. Your habits are not the seed of who you will be: they are the
evidence of who you already are today. A habit is a thought you
repeated so many times that it stopped asking your permission. So
if you want to know who you are, do not look at your intentions or
your plans: look at what you do when no one is forcing you. There

you are, whole, with no alibi and no promise.
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The caveat, spelled out in full

I do not want any of these three edits to sound as if I invented
the wheel. The structure thought to habit to character is the
common patrimony of thinking humanity. My contribution is a
philosophically differentiated reformulation —three deliberate
decisions about time and identity— not a direct derivation nor a
discovery from scratch. 1 say it here, in the first chapter, because
intellectual honesty is not a foornote: it is the backbone of
everything that follows. An idea that needs to hide its lineage

dOCS not dCSCI‘VC your trust.

16
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I. Twenty—Six Hours

I want to open this chapter with a confession, because it would
be dishonest to write it any other way. In June 2026, I —the man
writing a book called Guard Your Thoughts— signed a five-thousand-
dollar contract and a twelve-month loan without reading the fine
print. I did it inside a twenty-six-hour window. And almost ev-
erything in me knew, even as I did it, that something didn’t add
up.

I'm not telling this to humiliate myself. I'm telling it because it’s
living proof of this book’s thesis: that the first place they catch you
is not your wallet, it’s your thinking. If I —with twenty-four years
of solving technical problems, professionally suspicious of «cheap
hooks that end up costing fortunes,» 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 understands better

than anyonec.

Let me reconstruct the twenty-six hours, because the mechanics

martter.
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It all started with a video. One of those YouTube videos where a
supremely confident man explains that the problem isn’t you, it’s
your method; that there exists a «neuro-emotional» way of sell-
ing that multiplies your results by three, by five, by ten. A lot of
money promised and, curiously, no concrete business: the business
is secondary, and he’s the one who hands you the method. Below
the video, a twenty-seven-dollar book —a «Black Book.» I down-
loaded it without thinking twice: I spend that much on coffee.
But to download it I handed over my email, my phone number,
and my consent to receive calls and messages. The video sells the
method; the twenty-seven-dollar book buys your phone number.
That mandatory opt-in was the real transaction: I hadn’t bought

a book, I had turned into a lead.

What followed moved fast. An invitation to schedule a call,
presented not as a sales call —that would have triggered my
defenses— but as an «Assessment Call,» an evaluation: as if 1
were the one applying, the one asking to be accepted. The power
dynamic was inverted from the first minute. On the call, the
closer —because that’s what he was, a «high-ticket closer,» a
professional trained to persuade on commission, though his title

read «Senior Specialist»— didn’t pressure me crudely. Quite the

9
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opposite: he asked me questions. Many questions. About my
frustrations, my goals, the money | was leaving on the table by not
knowing how to sell. I felt heard. And when a person feels heard,

the industry’s own literature says, price stops being a barrier.

At the end of that conversation there was an offer. And alongside
the offer, an elegant solution to the uncomfortable detail that
I didn’c have five thousand liquid dollars to spend: financing.
«Learn now, pay later.» A third-party company —a fintech, real,
legitimate— approved my loan in minutes. I signed the agreement
with an e-signature. I signed the loan. The system welcomed
me: «You're in.» Messages from the founder in the community.

Onboarding. Auto-pay activated.

Twenty-six hours: from video to debt. Four thousand nine hun-
dred eighty-eight dollars financed, monthly payments of four hun-
dred 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.
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I was not defrauded. This matters enough that I will repeat it
several times in this chapter, because honesty is the only solid
ground I have: the company is real, the founder is a real person,
the method exists, the book exists and has good reviews. Nobody
robbed me. I signed. I, with my twenty—four years of profcssional

suspicion, clicked «accept.»
That's why 'm writing this. Because the interesting question isn’t
«was I defrauded?» The question is: how does a man trained to dis-

trust hand over five thousand dollars in under a day, to a system that

understood my thoughts better than I was guarding them?

The answer is this entire chapter.
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II. The Anatomy of Smoke

When I finally sac down, too late, to do what I should have done be-
fore —research, read, take the machine apart piece by piece, which
is what I do with any system I don’t understand— I discovered I
hadn’t fallen into an improvised trap. I'had fallen into an architec-
ture. One of the most finely tuned that exists. And like any good

system, once you see the diagram, you can never again not see it.

The high-ticket coaching funnel —high-ticket info-coaching— has
parts with proper names, and each one performs an exact func-

tion.

It begins with the VSL, the Video Sales Letter. It is not an infor-
mational video; it is persuasion at scale, asynchronous, running
by itself day and night. The industry describes it without shame
in its own manuals: a short video that «hits the pain points and
builds urgency,» designed for offers of five thousand dollars or
more, which once produced is evergreen and «generates leads ev-
ery day.» Sometimes there isn’t even a video: there’s a prerecorded
webinar passing itself off as live. It is not a video that informs you;

it is a salesman who never sleeps.
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Next comes the renamed call. The industry documents this itself:
the «strategy session» or «clarity call» is sold as «clarity over per-
suasion,» 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, because it
was a warning between professionals: don’t manipulate the prospect
on the call, those tricks can backfire with sophisticated buyers. That they
need to warn against manipulation tells you everything about how
normal it is. They call it an evaluation when it is a hunt, and the

one being evaluated offers up his own neck.

Then there’s the closer. Many work on pure commission —ten,
fifteen, twenty percent of each sale— no salary, no guarantee. The
role became so profitable that there’s now a course sold to turn you
into a closer: another layer of the same business, selling the how-to-
sell to the one who sells the how-to-sell. The only safe product in

this industry is the course for selling it.

And above everything sits the value ladder. The concept is
brilliant 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

program. A twenty, thirty-thousand-dollar inner circle. The
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economic engine is the advertising ﬂywheel: they can spend
fortunes on ads to actract you at near-loss, because they know
a percentage will climb the ladder and pay for the expensive

backend. You pay for every rung; the ladder belongs to them.

There’s one more piece, and it’s the one that hurt most to recog-
nize, because it cuts straight into this book’s thesis: the rationing
ofknowledge. In the jargon it’s called drip content. They don’c hand
you all the material at once; they release it on a calendar, week
by week. The justification? Pedagogical, they say, and it’s true in
part: spaced learning is real and it works. But the documentation
from the course platforms themselves says something else in plain
language: dripping content «reduces refunds,» keeps the student
from «downloading everything and then asking for a refund.» In
other words: knowledge is rationed, in part, so you can’t evaluate
what you bought before your refund window expires. Two motives
at once —one honest, one commercial— liVing inside the same ges-
ture; that ambiguity is the soul of this entire industry. They drip

you the knowledge so that your right to return it evaporates first.

I build systems. Servers, networks, infrastructure. And I recog-
nize a well-designed system when I see one. The smoke funnel is a

well-designed system. It’s not magic, and it’s not crude fraud. It’s

24



The Smoke Industry

persuasion engineering, assembled piece by piece over a century.

And to understand Where it came from, we have to lOOk back.

I11. 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 jour-
nalists who dug through the court records of his era— is that Hill
was also a documented con man: a timber fraud he fled from cred-
itors over, an arrest for altering checks, an unaccredited «school»
with arrest warrants attached, FTC charges against his own mag-
azine. 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 bi-
ographer, 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,
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Hill never claimed that meeting until after Carnegie was dead and

could no longer deny it.

The man who invented the genre of «mind your thoughts to get
rich» lied about the origin of his own authority. This isn’t a detail.

It’s the pattern.

From there the lineage branches off with almost genetic cleanli-
ness, and it can be told in a single breath. Nightingale distills Hill
onto a record —«we become what we think about,» 1956— and
opens the era of motivational audio. Ziglar puts the salesman on
stage. Robbins takes him to the stadium —and leaves twenty-one
pairs of feet burned on the coals. Kiyosaki confesses that the rich
dad of Rich Dad Poor Dad was a character. Cardone turns «10X»
into a brand and today faces a securities-fraud lawsuit. Belfort,
the real Wolf of Wall Street, gets out of prison and sells persua-

sion courses. Six names, one singlc product.

And at the end of the chain, today, is the version that caught me:
the guru who isn’t a criminal fraudster or a con man with a record,
but somcthing more subtle. A genuincly talented salesman, with
a real book and a real company, whose only sin —but it’s a sin
that defines everything— is that his marketing apparatus inflates
and rewrites his own story. Student-count figures that grow with
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no audit from version to version —from one hundred eighty thou-
sand to four hundred fifty-nine thousand, depending on where you
read. The ranking of «the forty-fifth out of a hundred million sales-
people,» whose source no one names. The corporate «top earner»
narrative that, when you scratch it, was born inside multi-level-
marketing companies sued over alleged pyramid schemes. The
original «neuro-emotional» method that, according to critics, is

a repackaging of an earlier course that cost ten times less.

The connecting threads are always the same. An idea inherited
from a century ago, repainted as novelty. A borrowed or invented
authority. Extraordinary returns actributed to the method, im-
possiblc to audit. And rcgulatory scrutiny that chases down the
worst cases decade after decade: the FTC dismantling «business
education» schemes worth a hundred twenty-five million, three
hundred sixty-two million, one point two billion. The damage is

real, it’s documented, and it’s old.

What changes is only the funnel’s technology. From books to
records, from records to seminars, from seminars to television,
from television to YouTube and the loan approved in minutes.

The promise is the same as in 1937: think correctly and wealch will
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come. What’s never there, in any version, is the concrete business

that produces that wealch. 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 oppo-
site of guarding your thoughts. When you feel deceived, the in-
stinctive reaction is to shout «cult!», «I was brainwashed!» I felt
it. And precisely because I felt it, I forced myself to investigate
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 spectrum. And placing yourself correctly on that spec-

trum is the difference between thinking and reacting.

The spectrum has three stations, and it’s worth naming them
quickly before walking them. At one end, legitimate aggressive
marketing: it uses the persuasion principles the psychologist
Robert Cialdini Catalogued four decades ago —reciprocity, social

proof, authority, scarcity—, and the line isn’t in using scarcity
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but in whether the scarcity is real; its fuel is hype, the noise
that promises more than it weighs. In the middle, multi-level
marketing, MLM: legal, but designed so that almost everyone
loses —an AARP survey found three out of four participants with
no gain at all. And at the far end, the genuine coercive group:
rare, extreme, and —this is the crucial part— not where the sales

coaching that sold me my course lives.

Instead of a table, I'll leave you the test I ordered myself to take
once the anger came down. I call it the test of the door, and it
is three twenty-second scenes, from lesser to greater. First: the
car salesman who squeezes you with «this deal dies today» —pure
FOMO, the fear of missing out— and who, the moment you say
yes, already has the accessories upsell ready. If you give in, you lose
money; you hang up the phone and your life goes on. Second: the
cousin in the MLM who turns the family dinner into a recruiting
session. You lose money and patience, and maybe an after-dinner
conversation, but the door stays open. Third: the group that asks
you to stop talking to anyone who doubts it, that decides what you
may read, and that charges you the exit fee in public confession.

Here yOll no lOI‘lgCI‘ IOSC money: yOll lOSC yourself.
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And the pocket rule that replaces any table: don’t measure how
much they excite you; measure how much the door costs you. If
you can leave losing only money, it's marketing —aggressive, per-
haps unworthy, but marketing. If leaving costs you your people,

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

Here comes the part I found hardest to accept, because it ran
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
s0; the record is. In 1987, the American Psychological Associa-
tion rejected a report on coercive persuasion methods for «lacking
the scientific rigor» required; in 1990, a federal court —in United
States v. Fishman— excluded expert testimony on «coercive per-
suasion» for the same reason; and the sociologist Eileen Barker,
after studying more than a thousand people exposed to a suppos-
edly «brainwashing» movement, found that the great majority did
not join. The techniques —manufactured urgency, inflated author-
ity, social proof, the funnel that inverts the power dynamic— are
real, observable, and can be described. But their effect is not de-

terministic.
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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 repeat-
ing the same magical thinking I'm criticizing —just inverted. The
program I bought lives on the wide side of the spectrum: a high-
priced, self-referential guru with inflated marketing. It isn’t a cult. It
isn't a fraud. And calling it that wouldn’t just be unfair to them
—it would mean giving up precision, which is exactly what a well-
guarded thought refuses to do. What I can say plainly is that I was
sold an expensive shortcut whose effectiveness has no independent
proof; financed with a debt that survives my regret. That’s enough.

I don’t need to inflate the accusation for it to hurt.

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.

Tl’lC motto | liVC by —«watch your thoughts, fOI‘ they become

words; watch your words, for they become actions...,» that chain
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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,
atcributed to Frank Outlaw, president of a supermarket chain. A
grocery-store executive from the 1970s. The «ancient» wisdom is
barely half a century old, and it was born in American corporate

life, not in a monastery.

And it isn’t the only one. Its twin quote —«we are what we repeat-
edly do; excellence, then, is not an act but a habit»— is universally
atcributed to Aristotle. It isn’t his either. It belongs to the histo-
rian 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.
Whoever doesn’t guard their thoughts repeats false quotes with the
same ease they repeat false promises. Atcributing a shopkeeper’s

line to Lao Tzu to make it sound wiser is exactly the same mental
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operation as attributing wealth to the «neuro-emotional method»
to make it sound more scientific, or inventing a meeting with
Carnegie to make your book sound more authoritative. It’s Cial-
dini’s authority bias operating in plain sight: we dress anideaina
prestigious name it doesn’t deserve, because naked truth feels in-
sufficient to us. The smoke industry didn’t invent this operation.

It only industrialized it.

And here is my decision, the one that orders this book: I will not
claim for my motto an ancient pedigree it doesn’t have. I will ac-
knowledge it for what it is —twentieth-century folk wisdom— and
anchor it where it does have true, verifiable roots. Because it has

them, and they’re far sturdier than an invented attribution.

The idea that your thoughts define you doesn’t need an apocryphal
Lao Tzu. It has the Stoics, and they truly wrote what they wrote.
Epictetus opens his manual with the most liberating distinction
I know: some things are within our power —our opinions, our
desires, our aversions, our acts— and others are not —the body,
property, reputation, office. This is called the internal locus of con-

trol, and modern cognitive therapy descends directly from it.

Marcus Aurelius wrote it, in his Meditations, in a line that is gen-

uinely his —book five, passage sixteen—: «the soul takes on the color
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of its thoughts.» Not the version that circulates on posters, but that
one, the real one. And Seneca, two thousand years ago, described
exactly the mechanism the smoke industry exploits: «putting things
off is the greatest waste of life; it robs us of the present by promising us
the future.» We are stingy with our money, he said, but wasteful

with our time.

Read that line from Seneca again and think about my loan. The
smoke industry sells promised future in exchange for real present. It
charges you today, in money and in time, for a wealth that will
arrive «later.» It places your happiness in the external —money,
status, 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 think-
ing this modern industry inherited from the «New Thought»
movement: the «Law of Attraction,» popularized by The Secret,
labeled pseudoscience with no scientific basis whatsoever, with
its cruel flip side of blaming the victim —if you get sick, if your
business fails, it's because you didn’t think hard enough. That is
the perverse inversion of «guard your thoughts»: it replaces the

moral chain —thought, act, habit, character— with pure magic
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—thought, material resule— skipping every link in between.

Precisely the links where the work lives, and where virtue lives.
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V1. The Antidote

So what does it really mean to guard your thoughts? After my
twenty-six hours, I understand it in a way | could previously only
sense. Guarding your thoughts has two faces, and they are the

same skill seen from two sides.

The first face is defensive. Guarding your thoughts means watch-
ing the automatic judgments that manipulative marketing tries to
ignite in you: the urgency that squeezes you, the authority that
impresses you, the social proof that sweeps you along, the inver-
sion of power that makes you feel you're the one begging to be let
in. The Stoics had a word for this vigilance: prosoche, continuous
attention. And it turns out to be operationally identical to what
Cialdini recommends as the only defense against his own princi-
ples: awareness and critical thought, not blind obedience to au-
thority figures. The manipulator enters first through your think-
ing, because that's where you're least protected. Whoever watches
that first link becomes nearly immune. I didn’t watch it that night.
That’s the lesson I paid four hundred fifty-three dollars a month
for.
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The second face is constructive, and it’s where my entire life recon-
ciles with this book. I am a problem solver. I've spent twenty—four
years creating real value for real people. I built my first server in
2004, in a Kodak lab in Mexico, so photographers would stop los-
ing hours traveling to deliver physical memory cards; with that,
I erased two or three days of pointless logistics from the lives of
people who worked hard. I sold Francisco, a fifty-year-old photog-
rapher who kept his memory cards in envelopes inside a shoebox,
a server he’s still using seven years later; he left the shoebox be-
hind and never went back. I showed a company how to get out of
a cloud that was about to charge it twenty-four thousand dollars 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 testimonial,
and when you ask for the concrete case, the named company, the
verifiable figures, you find an anonymous case study and testimo-

nials from individuals with no data atcached. 1 lived chis firsthand:
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I went looking for proof that the method I bought worked inside
real organizations, and there wasn’t a single named case with au-

ditable 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 some-
times makes me uncomfortable. But there’s an enormous differ-
ence 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 support, the guar-
antee that it will work. The software is free; the knowledge that
makes it useful is not. That’'s my line, and the smoke industry
crosses it not because it charges a high price, but because what
it charges a high price for doesn’t deliver what it promises, and it

rations the knowledge SO you can’t Verify that in time.

My mission —the reason I build what I build— is to generate
wealth in order to help others and to narrow the gap of financial
inequality. Wealth, for me, is a means to serve, not an identity you
buy. And there is the smoke industry’s deepest moral crack: it

sells wealch as identity. It promises that by buying the method
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you become the kind of person who is rich. But identity isn’t
bought. It’s built, link by link, through repeated acts. Which is

exactly what my motto says, and exactly what the shortcut denies.

VII. Who You Are

My motto ends like this: your acts become habits, and your habits

reveal who you are.

I think a great deal about that word: reveal. Not «build,» though
they also build. Reveal. Your habits give you away. 'Ihey show,

with no room to lie, who you truly are beneath what you claim to

be.

And that’s what hits me hardest about the twenty-six hours.
Because the smoke industry is a business whose central habit
—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.

39



Guard Your Thoughts

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 failing
to guard them when the machine is well designed and the night is

long.

What do I do with what I learned? Three things, and they are
habits, not thoughts —because this chapter’s lesson is precisely

that thoughts aren’t enough.

First, I read the fine print before signing, always, without excep-
tion, 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. Ifall there is are anonymous testimonials and logos with
no numbers, I already know which column of the spectrum I'm

standing in.
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Third, and most important: I turn the money I already spent into
something. The debt exists and is hard to reverse; the rational
move is to wring out what I paid for and, above all, to write this,
so that what cost me five thousand four hundred forty-one costs
you only the time it takes to read it. That’s the only honest return

on investment I can see in my mistake.

I wasn’t brainwashed. Nobody defrauded me. I signed, with my
own hand, a shortcut that my own life disproves, because I spent
my whole life proving there are no shortcuts: that the server has
to be built, that a client’s trust has to be earned by watching it
work live, that real value is slow and verifiable, and that’s precisely
why it’s real. For one night, I fell for the promise that a short
path existed. And the only reason I can write this chapter without
shame is that the motto stayed true even while I was betraying it:
my thoughts defined my act, my act could have become a habit

—and I chose, instead, to make it a warning.

Guard your thoughts! Not because a Lao Tzu quote that’s actually
from a San Antonio shopkeeper says so prettily. Guard them be-
cause they're the first door, and because there’s an entire industry,
a century old and tuned to perfection, waiting to come through i.

You're the one who guards that door. No one else can.
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There is an expression [ have used for years and that I refuse to para-
phrase, because every paraphrase I find comes up short. Right 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 marks-
manship, and marksmanship is exactly what this chapter charged
me for and taught me. Because an unguarded thought fires in ev-
ery direction: at the excuse, at the promise, at whoever happens
to be standing nearby. A guarded thought does the opposite: 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 twcnty—six—hour mistake that ended up becoming a
chapter. That is why I close this way, with the expression I use to
celebrate every shot that finds its mark. This time the target was

me.

Right on the spot.
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Notes and Sources

This chapter draws on the project’s underlying research, where ev-
ery claim is classified as verifiable fact, interpretation, or hypoth—

esis, with its corresponding citation:

 Primary research (about 160 sources): the project’s study
on the high-ticket coaching industry. From it come:
the mechanics of the high-ticket funnel (VSL, clarity call,
closer, value ladder, drip content); the historical lineage
(Hill, Carnegie, Nightingale, Ziglar, Robbins, Kiyosaki,
Cardone, Belfort) with its documented controversies; the
spectrum of coercion and its academic counterweight
(APA DIMPAC 1987, US v. Fishman 1990, Eileen Barker);
the regulatory action of the FTC and the SEC; and the
philosophical angle (the Frank Outlaw 1977 attribution
via Quote Investigator; Will Durant 1926 via Snopes; Epicte-
tus; the genuine Meditations 5.16; Seneca; The Secret as
pseudoscience; Cialdini).

+ The lived case (7th Level, NEPQ, Jeremy Miner): the
project’s due-diligence dossiers. From these come the
contract and loan data (final sale; loan of about $5,441 with

$453.48 payments; about a 26-hour window), the verdict of
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«a high-priced, self-referential guru with inflaced market-
ing, not fraud nor a cule», the inconsistent student-count
figures, and the absence of auditable cases.

« The author’s voice, cases, and thesis: Roberto Ocampo’s per-
sonal archive (Kodak 2004, Francisco, the data—sovereignty
case, the tension of «charging for knowledge about open-

source software», the mission of creating real value).

Attributions are used in their corrected, honest version. Where
the evidence falls short of an accusation, the text deliberately tem-
pers it: describing techniques and concrete harms, never positing

«brainwashing» or «cult» without extreme, verifiable evidence.
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If you came out of the twenty-six hours with your body tense, good:
that is exactly the right state for reading what follows. This chap-
ter is the deep water of the book —the most demanding reading
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 al-
ready 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
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reached by climbing toward an external destiny, but a present re-
ality 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-
dictive power: it tells you how everything works and what will
happen next. A thesis is something else, humbler and more honest:
a claim defended with reasons and evidence. I do not propose a
closed system of the human being. I hold a stance —«this is what
I claim, and here is why»— and I submit it to the same scrutiny I
applied to my own phrase. If one day the evidence knocks it down,
I will let it go the way one lets go of a shoebox that has done its

work. In the meantime, I argue it.

And the word «contrarian» —an anglicism I adopt as is, borrowed
from contrarian investing, the school that bets against the market’s
consensus when one’s own evidence contradicts it— marks that
this thesis opposes a dominant paradigm. Not out of tempera-
ment: out of argument. The interesting part is that the paradigm
it confronts is double, and its two faces seem to have nothing to

do with each other until you look closely.
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The first face is existential. The self—help industry —the smoke in-
dustry, the one we have just dissected— sells a «better self» that
lives in the future and is reached by steps: visualize, climb, become.
Identity as a destiny to be conquered. The second face is technical,
and it is the one I discovered first, with my hands: the paradigm
of the cloud and of software-as-a-service sells present convenience
in exchange for future structural dependence. Enter cheap, grow
comfortable, and the real price emerges precisely when leaving
costs more than staying —you saw it in the invoice that jumpcd
from nineteen hundred to twenty-four thousand dollars a month.
Two different industries, one same operation: charging you today

against a tomorrow that they administer.

The Contrarian Thesis denies both promises with a single argu-
ment: what you are and what you control today is the only op-
erative reality. Deferral does not abolish that reality; it obscures
it, until the price becomes inevitable. You will pay tomorrow for

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

lived.

Taken apart into its pieces, the thesis claims five things. First: iden-
tity, at every instant, is the observable set of your thoughts, acts

and habits at that instant. There is no «true future self» of which
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the present is a mere corridor. Second: postponing identity —
«you will be who you are once you achieve such and such»— is mag-
ical thinking, because it separates the agent from the only evidence
he possesses. Third: you can only read and verify who you are if
you control the records that evidence it; when your data, your files,
your history live on someone else’s infrastructure, that reading is
mediated by a third party who can change the terms tomorrow.
I call this sovereignty as legibility. Fourth: one’s stance toward
data and one’s stance toward identity are the same principle 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.

It matters to me to show you the lineage of this stance, because an
idea that hides its parents does not deserve trust —and because the
lineage also shows, station by station, where I part ways with them.
I begin with the ancients. Seneca wrote, two thousand years ago,
the classic formulation of deferred liVing: we do not live, we pre-

pare to live. 1 take his diagnosis whole —life leaks away toward a
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tomorrow that administers it— but Seneca prescribed a discipline:
attend to the present. Aristotle, for his part, distinguished energeia
from dynamis, act from potential, and held that being shows itself
in the act; from him I take that manifestation. And here I part
ways with both, taking the step they did not take: where Seneca
orders a discipline and Aristotle still reserves a place for potential,
I deny that there is any «future self> the present would be build-
ing, and I collapse potential as a category of identity. As far as
who you are is concerned, only the actual counts. From discipline

to ontology: that is my first departure.

From the ancients to the moderns, the problem changes shape but
not substance: it is no longer the discipline, it is what the self even
is. Bergson rejected, as I do, being as a fixed destiny —and I thank
him for the rebellion— but he dissolved identity into the flow of
becoming: the self as a river that is never the same. Sartre said that
existence precedes essence, and projected idcntity forward, into
the projet, the project one throws toward the future. One dissolves
the self, the other launches it; both remove it from the only place
where it can be verified. Bergson turns the self into a river, Sartre
shoots it forward like an arrow; I anchor it in something more

stubborn: the observable present. Your habits are not your project,
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they are your evidence. That is my second departure, and it is the

one this thesis deliberately inverts against Sartre.

And from the moderns to our contemporaries, the lineage lands
on data. The critics of the «deferred life plan» —Randy Komisar,
Herminia Ibarra— documented, with cases and entire careers, the
cost of postponing life in the name of a future reward: years billed
against a life that never gets collected. I share their diagnosis in full.
But they stop at the warning —postponing is expensive— and 1
radicalize the verdict: it is not merely that postponing 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 dcparturc, and it is the one that holds up the
whole building.

Spelled out in full, as this house demands: these sources are canon-
ical and I cite them from worked memory, their references still
being checked against the printed editions. The lineage is honest;
the fine-grained verification, like everything in this book, travels

in plain sight.

And what is a thesis like this for, in practice? It serves as a ra-
zor. When someone offers you something —a method, a service,

a version of yourself— ask the offer which side of time it lives on.
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If it pays you in verifiable present —a server that works, an in-
voice 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 adminis-
ters, you already know what it is. The rest of the book is that razor
at work: first we will agree on the vocabulary —because half of all
disagreements are about definitions— and then come three stories:
a photo lab in Matamoros, a photographer in Huntsville, and an
agricultural company in Wenatchee. Three stories where identity

was not pI‘OIl’liSCCl. It was CXCCthCd.
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Before debating an idea we must agree on what its words mean. 1
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 explaining
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.
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Contrarian Thesis

Identity —of a person or an institution— is not a future promise
reached by climbing toward an external destiny, but a present re-
ality 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 dis-
tinction matters. A theory aims to explain an entire domain with
predictive power; a thesis is a claim defended with reasons and
evidence. I do not propose a closed system of how everything
works: I hold a stance and argue it. And I call it «contrarian»
—borrowing the term from contrarian investing, betting against
consensus with one’s own evidence— because it deliberately op-
poses a dominant paradigm. The self—help industry sells a «better
self» that lives in the future and is reached by steps; the cloud
paradigm sells present convenience in exchange for future depen-
dence. The Contrarian Thesis denies both promises with the same
argument: what you are and what you control today is the only op-
erative reality. Deferral does not abolish it; it obscures it until the
price becomes inevitable. Its lineage is honest: it converses with
Seneca («we do not live: we prepare to live»), with Aristotle’s en-

ergeia, and it inverts Sartre’s projet, which throws identity forward.
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Where Sartre launches the self into the future, I anchor it in the

present act.

Saudade

A nostalgic longing that blends pain and affection at once: the
acute experience of an absence that nonetheless feels like a form
of presence. The most-cited definition, from Francisco Manuel de
Melo (1608-1666), calls it «<a good one suffers and an ill one enjoys».
It has no exact equivalent in Spanish or English; its untranslatabil-
ity is part of its identity, and it has cousins in other languages —the
German Sehnsucht, the Welsh hiraeth— that are not the same, but
a family of relatives of «the longing that does not dissolve when

its object is satisfied».

I bring saudade into this book because it is, in itself; a contrarian
stance. The happiness industry prescribes eliminating sadness and
replacing 10nging with immediate gratification. Saudade does not
accept that premise: to honor the longing is to recognize 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 de-

pression: melancholy orients toward what one loves; depression
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subtracts from every source of meaning. It is information about
value, not a symptom of fragility. Where consensus sees a problem

to optimize, the contrarian eye sees a portal.

Intentionality

Acting with conscious purpose: choosing, in the present, where

I direct my attention, energy and actions. It is not wishing for a

future result —that would return to the deferral the thesis rejects—
J

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.

Del ivery

The conscious fulfillment of a decision: dedicating oneself to ac-
tion here and now, defeating procrastination. Intention sets the
direction; delivery carries it out. Without delivery, intention is
merely a deferred wish —exactly the «future self> the Contrarian
Thesis denies. Intentionality and delivery are an inseparable pair:

direction and fulfillment, the two halves of a complete present act.
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Gratitude

Mature gratitude thanks not only for what one has, but also for
what one no longer has to endure. It is a present practice: recog-
nizing, today, the value of what is and of what has been spared. It
reorients attention from lack to presence. And it begins where the
motto begins —in guarding attention— because what you thank

for, you inhabit.

Compassion

It is not a virtue reserved for the divine: it is a capacity that is
learned and practiccd. Understanding that everyone carries their
own struggles changes how I treat others —and how I treat myself.
Sovereignty over one’s thoughts includes choosing, at the moment
of judgment, compassion over condemnation. It is a present deci-

sion, not a feeling one waits for.
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Assertiveness

Expressing what one thinks and needs with clarity and respect,
without aggression or submission. It is relational sovereignty:
speaking one’s own truth without invading the other’s. It restores
bonds that silence or explosion had damaged. Neither staying
quiet out of fear nor shouting out of anger: speaking, in the

present, what is true.

Grief

Grief'is not only for the dead. One can —and sometimes must—
grieve an addiction one leaves, or a toxic bond that prevcntcd 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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In 2004 I built my first server. It was not in an air-conditioned of-
fice with a corporate budget: it was a secondhand computer, with
CentOS installed by hand, inside a Kodak photo lab in Matamoros,
Tamaulipas. I processed digital images at volume —five hundred,
six hundred eight-by-ten prints a day, thousands of five-by-sevens
for schools and photographers from across the region. And every
day I watched the same bottleneck, so absurd that no one ques-
tioned it anymore: photographers lost two and three whole days
traveling to deliver their physical memory cards, or shipped them

by courier and prayed they would arrive.

I thought about the problem like an engineer, not like a resigned

photographer. If the file is digital, why does it travel as if it were an
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object? I stood up an FTP server with a user account for each pho-
tographer, domain management, storage spaces. From that night
on, they uploaded their work over the Internet at dawn, the lab
printed the next day, and the photos went out by courier already
developed. 1 eliminated, in one stroke, two or three days of logis—
tics everyone took for inevitable. I invented no new technology:
I took tools that already existed and put them at the service of a

small business no one considered worthy of them.

That was the moment I understood something that would become
the axis of my whole professional life, and much later, of this book:
enterprise technology can change the lives of small businesses, but
no one offers it to them, because «they aren’t corporations». The
big providers look upward, toward the accounts that bill millions.
Below remain thousands of photographers, accountants, farmers
and trades who would do wonders with half that infrastructure, if

someone bOthCI‘Cd to translate it fOI' tl’lCl’l’l.

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
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at the very moment of its execution. Two decades before I could
name it, [ was already living 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

thC hands already kl’lCW.
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I met Francisco Hernandez at an event, through a mutual friend.
He was over fifty, a photographer in Huntsville, Alabama, and he
carried a problem he himself did not see as a problem: his work-
flow was chaos, and he had grown used to chaos. He stored the
SD cards of each wedding in physical envelopes —one envelope
per client, with several cards inside: camera one, camera two, the
drone— and stacked them in a shoebox. Every time he had to edit,
he opened the box, looked for the right envelope, put the cards
into adapters and plugged them into the computer one by one. He
did not know which cards were full and which empty. He worked
with discontinued software, already incompatible with his system,
and still did not dare to change, because «that was how he had

always worked».
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Francisco did not come to me because he had lost data. He came
because he wanted to learn to edit better, and he took a week-long
in-person course I taught —Premiere, Photoshop and, above all,
workflow. What truly convinced him was not a slide or a promise:
it was seeing the server working live. That is a constant 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 RAID5 array of eight 4TB SAS Enterprise spin-
ning drives configured with redundancy, and a ten-gigabit net-
work with a fiber switch. T flew from Seattle to Atlanta and drove
four hours to Huntsville to install it in a singlc day. The total cost
—server, switch and installation— came to around two thousand
seven hundred dollars. After one year, Francisco left the shoebox
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.
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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 anything.»

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, nonethe-
less, revealed him: he was an artist trapped in an amateur’s logis-
tics. The day he changed the habit, he changed who he was in his
craft. He did not become another photographer in the future; he
was another photographer from the first edit on the new server.
The habit did not promise his destiny. It revealed, and then re-
made, who he was. That is the entire thesis, told with a Dell Pow-

erEdge R510 and an empty shoebox.




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 hundred
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 any-
one would. They migrated virtual machines, storage, processing.
And when the free year ended, reality’s projected invoice arrived:

tWCl’lty—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
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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 fOI‘ what you us¢; you pay fOI‘ not being able to 1eave.

I'sold them twelve Dell servers and built their complete infrastruc-
ture, on-premise: email, databases, internal applications, storage.
The return on investment came in three or four months. Against
a bill of twenty-four thousand a month, the annual savings are
counted in hundreds of thousands of dollars. But the number, bru-
tal as it is, is not the important thing. The important thing is what
they recovered along with the money: total control over their own
data —sensitive data, agricultural, client data— and the freedom
not to depend on conditions a third party might change tcomorrow

without warning.

Here the thesis leaps from the existential to the technical with-
out changing shape, because it is the same principle. I claim that
your identity is what you control and practice today, not what
you promise to be tomorrow. Well then: to own the infrastruc-
ture your data runs on is to own the evidence of who you are; to

rent it from a third party is to surrender the record of your iden-
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tity. The cloud is a cheap hook that ends up costing a fortune;
data sovereignty means tangible ownership of your information,
on infrastructure you control. You own, you do not rent. It is
the exact structure of the motto, translated into iron and optical
fiber: what you own and what you practice define who you are
—not what someone promises you, nor rents to you at rationed

prices, for a tomorrow that never quite arrives.
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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 untrans-

latable, 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 nostal-
gia, nor plain desire; it is the exact point where the three touch.

The most-cited definition is almost four centuries old and remains
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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 chiasmus,
because it is not ornament: a good that hurts, an ill that is savored.
From there comes the Lusophone saying «¢ bom ter saudades» —
it is good to have saudades— which at first hearing sounds like
masochism and is exactly the opposite: to keep the longing is to
defend what mattered. The modern gloss condenses it into four
words I will use for the rest of the book: the presence of an ab-

sence.

It is not alone in the world. German has Sehnsucht, the longing for
something unreachable or indefinable, a desired farness. Welsh
has hiraeth, the yearning for home or homeland with an accent of
irreparable loss. They are cousins of saudade, not twins: a family
of relatives of «the longing that does not dissolve when its object
is satisfied». And here goes the first caveat of the chapter, spelled
out in full: chat family is a cultural and 1inguistie parallel, not a
peer-reviewed philosophical thesis. That three different languages
coined neighboring words suggests the experience is human rather
than Portuguese; it does not prove it is the same experience. |

present it as a family, never as an identity.
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Why give a whole chapter to a word? Because saudade is, in itself,
a contrarian stance —and by now you know that in this house,
that is praise. The happiness industry prescribes eliminating sad-
ness and replacing longing with immediate gratification: if some-
thing hurts, optimize it; if something is missing, buy it or forget
it. Saudade does not accept the premise. To honor the longing is
to recognize that what is missing mattered. Melancholy is not a
symptom of fragility: it is information about value. It tells you,
with a precision no inventory of achievements can match, what
it is that you love. Where consensus sees a problem to solve, the
contrarian eye sees a portal. It is the same logical structure as the
Contrarian Thesis, applied now to the heart: what most people

discard as weakness is reclaimed as capacity.

And I 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 beautiful
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sentences popular psychology has produced: we are born to trans-
form pain into beauty. Experimental science points the same way
from another flank: Joseph Forgas documented that mild nega-
tive affect —tempered sadness, not collapse— improves memory,
reduces judgment biases, and sharpens one’s reading of others. Lu-

cid melancholy is not a malfunction. It is a precision instrument.

The lineage of this idea is old, and it deserves to be cited honestly,
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
pscudo—Aristotelian, the work of his school, probably Theophras—
tus. [ cite it «from the Aristotelian corpus», not «from the philoso-
pher», because we have already learned in this book what repeat-
ing comfortable actributions costs. Robert Burton, in 1621, wrote
under a pseudonym an Anatomy of Melancholy that understood it
as a condition of body and soul at once —a psychosomatic inte-
gration ahead of its time. Kierkegaard saw in the consciousness
capable of despair a sign of spirit, not of malfunction: the human
being asa synthesis of the finite and the infinite, of the temporal

and the eternal. And C. S. Lewis spent his life circling his own
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word for this —Joy, that «unsatisfied desire which is itself more
desirable than any other satisfaction»— until arriving at his fa-
mous inference: if I find in myselfa desire which no experience
in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that
I was made for another world. Note the nuance, because Lewis
put it there on purpose and the poster versions strip it away: «the
most probable explanation». It is an abduction —an inference to
the best explanation— not a syllogism. That is how I cite it and

how I leave it: as a beautiful hypothesis, its humility intact.

Two more boundaries, and they are the ones that matter most
to me. The first: melancholy is not depression, and confusing
them is dangerous in both directions. Adaptivc mclancholy co-
exists with functioning: one eats, sleeps, works, loves; often one
perceives beauty more intensely, not less. It is proportionate to
its object and it is finite. Clinical depression is something else —
anhedonia, broken sleep and appetite, persistent hopelessness, sus-
tained dysfunction— and it requires professional help, not a book
chapter. The operative criterion I use is this: melancholy orients
toward what one loves; depression subtracts from every source of

meaning. If what you feel points you to a love, it is saudade. If
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it extinguishes them all, seek help. This is an intellectual glossary,

not a clinical evaluation.

The second boundary is the one that turns this word into a tool
rather than a decoration. Matthew Lieberman’s experiments
showed that naming an emotion precisely —giving it the exact
word, out loud— reduces the activity of the amygdala and lights
up the cortex that regulates: affect labeling. What you name, you
can look in the eye; what you leave at «I feel strange» governs
you from the shadows. That is why this chapter exists. Giving
you the word saudade is not a lyrical luxury: it is handing you the
instrument with which a longing stops being fog and becomes
information. Guarding your thoughts sometimes bcgins 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

could only look it in the eye once I knew its name.
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It is the debt paid from the present

For years, «tomorrow I'll be better» was the exact phrase that sus-
tained my addiction. It wasn’t the substance that sank me first; it
was that promise. Every night I closed the day with a pact thac felt
noble to me and was in fact the most cowardly of all: today I am
this, but tomorrow —truly tomorrow— I'll be someone else, more
whole, more present, more of a father, more of a man. And saying
it silently gave me a false relief, because «tomorrow» absolved «to-
day» of all responsibility. The lie wasn’t in wanting to be better;
it was in placing that better self in a future that never arrived, be-
cause at dawn I signed the same pact all over again. The truth that

gave me my life back is the opposite one, and it’s the cruth that
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runs through my whole motto: my habits do not promise my des-
tiny, they reveal it. They don’t announce who I will become; they
confess who I already am. That’s why what I write here isn’t desk
philosophy, isn’t an idea that seduced me in a book. It’s a debt 1
learned to pay with the only currency that pays for anything real:
the present. Philosophy came afterward, to explain in words what

the body had already learned the hard way.

I had seen this before, without knowing I'was seeing it, in my other
trade, the one of cables and servers. When I flew from Seattle to
Atlanta and drove four hours to Huntsville to set up, for Francisco
—a photographer with more than fifty years in the craft, who kept
his memory cards in envclopes inside a shoebox— that Dell Pow-
erEdge Rsr10 with its eight drives and its fiber network, I wasn’t
selling him a fucture. 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 agriculcural
company, when I handed back to them possession 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
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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. Aristo-
tle called it energeia —the act, the thing in its being— as against
dynamis, mere potential, dormant possibility. A seed in a drawer
is not a tree; it is the promise of a tree. The act is the only thing
that is. And a business, like a man, is its energeia: what it executes,

not what it envisions.

Science, when I finally consulted it, did nothing but confirm what
the cables had already whispered to me: the brain lives 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. Licber-
man 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 amygdaia’s firing drops. Affect labeling, thcy called
it. What you name, you can face; and what you face, stops run-
ning 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 be-
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half without Consulting you. That’s Why guarding your thoughts is
not abstract mental hygiene: it is choosing what will become auto-
matic, which thought will earn the right to act in your name. And
even sadness —the mild kind, the one Forgas studied— turns out
to have a craft of its own: it sharpens memory, improves judgment,
refines your reading of other people. Tempered melancholy is not
a malfunction; it is a precision instrument. None of this lives in

the future. All of it happens in the act, today.

Here I have to be hard on myself, because I loved that lie and I
know its face. There is a dream sold everywhere that is the pol-
ished version of my old addiction: break your goal down into steps,
draw a staircase, visualize the future selfwaiting 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 acting,
not living, and not guarding your thoughts starting now, because
it hands the entire weight to a version of you that doesn’t exist
and to a universe supposedly working while you wait. It’s a race
lost at the starting line, because the start is exactly what gets post-
poned. I lived it: every visualized step was one more night I didn’t
inhabit. The real practice is exactly the reverse, and it is humble

to the point of discomfort: not visualizing the destination, but in-
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habiting the present act with intention and delivery. Not asking
the universe to make me a better father, but making the call today,
saying the word today, holding the gaze today. Destiny isn’t prayed
for; it’s executed. Asking the universe is signing the «comorrow»
pact all over again; acting is, at last, paying the debt. And the debt

is only paid in the soul’s legal tender, which is now.

I recently watched the same video twice: a facher talking with his
young daughter, eight or nine years old, teaching her to recognize
who truly loves her. The girl answered with a clarity that split me
open: if someone pulls you away from your family, they want to
manipulate you; if they belittle your achievements, they envy you;
ifbeing with him means losing yourself, that’s not the one; and at
the end, almost singing it, «loving me means caring for me; who-
ever truly loves me cares for me, values me, and protects me.» 1
didn’c feel sadness watching it. 1 felt something else, deeper and
harder to name: a longing that rose up through my chest like an
ache, almost like the urge to cry, thinking of my daughter Ivania,
who turned sixteen last year and will turn seventeen this year, and
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 grieffor something lost forever.
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Ivania is alive. She is almost seventeen, and there is a bond with
me that is still possible, still there, waiting. What I felt was the
presence of an absence: the real weight of what I didn’t give, liv-
ing in the same body as the desire to give it. And that desire, if 've
learned anything, is not a promise for tomorrow. It’s worth noth-
ing as «tomorrow I'll be a better father.» It’s worth everything as
today’s gesture: the question today, the shared dinner today, the
phone put away today while she talks. Today, not tomorrow. Be-
cause 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 recov-
ery, is not a destination you reach. It is a debt paid, day by day,

from the present. Today, Not toMoOTrrow. Today!
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I know a corner. It sits in the angle of any room —sometimes a
living room, sometimes an office, sometimes the seat of a parked
pickup truck— and it has a strange property: from there you can
see everything. You can see the call that ought to be made, the
project that ought to be started, the conversation that ought to be
had. The future —the next step of your own evolution— is visible
for miles from that corner. And yet the one sitting there does not
get up. I sat in that corner for years. They were the years of «to-
morrow I'll be better,» and I already told you what that sentence
cost me; what I have not told you is the posture of the body in
which it is pronounced. It is not said standing. It is said sitting
in the dark corner, arms crossed, waiting for someone —a partner,

a stroke of luck, God himself— to come and do for me what was

79



Guard Your Thoughts

mine to do. And from there, I tell you because I lived it: we play

the victim with everyone and for everything.

The first thing to understand about the corner is that no one locks
you inside it. The jailer is subtler: it is the ego, which twists every-
thing and manufactures postponements with admirable produc—
tivity. '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 myself as
an individual in order to grow, | lingered in vices and bad behav-
iors. I did not seek my well-being, nor my health, much less my
spiritual growth. And that is how one stops caring for the impor-
tant things and the great treasures life holds: family, health, one’s

own development, and all the success still to come.

The science of this exists, and it is harder than it looks. For half
a century it was taught that passivity is learned: that the organ-
ism, struck with no way out, «learns» that nothing depends on

it and gives up —Seligman’s famous learned helplessness. But in
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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-
personal victimhood, they call it: the need for your wound to be
acknowledged, rumination over the offense, the moral superiority
of the injured. The corner, inhabited long cnough, stops bcing a
place where you are and becomes someone you are. And that is ex-
actly the point where this book has to intervene, because its whole

thCSiS says that you are What you Cl() and repeat today.

Now comes the part of the chapter that has circled me for years,
and I will give it to you with the same honesty with which I verified
my own sentence. There is a word spoken often from the corner:
mercy. And I want to do something deliberate with it. Its true

etymology is beautiful: the Latin misericordia —miser, wretched,
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and cor, cordis, heart: the heart turned toward the wretched. The
whole tradition backs it, and backs it well: Hebrew has hesed, the
loyal covenant love that acts, and rajamim, the plural of «<womb» —
visceral compassion, of a mother’s insides; the Greek of the Gospel
has eleos, the cry of blind Bartimaeus and the murmur of the tax
collector. Biblical mercy is not pity: it is commitment that acts
and a gut that is moved. That is the true meaning, and I have not
come to correct it. I have come to read it in reverse, knowingly,
because the word keeps in its root a warning almost no one wants
to see: misery and mercy share blood. You can still hear it in the
Latin —miseria and miseri-cordia, the wretched one folded into the
very word for the heart. And there is a way of begging for mercy
that is, letter by letter, bcgging for misery: the misery of the one
who begs so as not to act. The one who pleads with God for the
scraps and the handouts because he does not believe himself capa-
ble 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.
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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
bcgins, mine included. Misery is not in acknowledging oneself; it
is in begging so as not to act. The one who asks for mercy without
acting, without taking part, without making his own the matter
that must be resolved, is not aligned with his own spirit nor with
his achievements: he seeks outside support, blind, uninhabited,
not guarding his thoughts and much less his actions, waiting for
a miracle to fall from heaven already cooked. That plea lacks ev-
erything this book defends: it lacks action, it lacks penetration,
it lacks human depth. From my first pages I spoke to you of two
words that gave me back my life —intentionality and delivery—
and they are exactly the ones the corner never pronounces. That
is why my prayer, when I learned to pray standing up, changed
its grammar: not «have mercy on my smallness,» but abound in

me. Work with me. Build with me. Give me the wisdom and the
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strength to recognize this situation and move forward. Not ask-
ing for the fish nor for the net: asking for the steady pulse, and

putting my hands to work.

Here I must pause for intellectual hygiene, because this critique of
pleading has cousins, and you already know that in this house the
kinships are declared. The New Thought current —Ernest Holmes,
Wallace Wattles, Neville Goddard— has spent a century saying
that pleading affirms lack and perpetuates it, and up to that point
we walk together. But this book already classified that current, in
the chapter on smoke, where it belongs: on the shelf of magical
thinking. And I do not take it back. The difference lies in the
links. They propose thought—>result, with nothing in between: to
desire something and have it simply appear, with no alignment, no
order, and no follow-through —that would be magic, and magic
is misery with better marketing, because it too waits sitting down.
What I hold carries the full, sweated—through links: you think and
you do. You desire and, therefore, you build. Thought, act, habit —
the whole chain of the motto, with the work inside it. Co-creation
is not manifesting: it is tilling. Genesis says it without ornament:
man was placed in the garden to ¢ill it —not to beg pears from the

garden from the bench.
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There is one more thing the corner charges, and I say it with the
same care with which I gave you saudade. I am convinced —and
this is my vision, not medicine; I mark it for you in full— chat
the body falls out of alignment at the energetic level before the
physical one, and that this silent misalignment is the sad future of
illness. Today’s science does not endorse that formulation; what it
does have proven, with decades of psychoneuroimmunology and
allostatic load, is its first cousin: invisible disorder precedes the vis-
ible symptom. Sustained anguish, ruminated resentment, chronic
victimhood do not stay in the soul —they charge in cortisol, in
blood pressure, in immunity, in sleep. Emotion knocks the body
out of alignment long before the body hurts. Keep the version
your skcpticism 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? Itis 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 ourselves
consciously —with love, giving ourselves the time to understand

ourselves and to decide what is happening to us— and we seek to
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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 seck, in the
intimate, through prayer or meditation, the right spaces to grow.
This is not a religious book; it does have, yes, some small biases of
spiritual love, and I embrace them presently: for my own growth,
in order to be here for the people I love and to whom I intend to

give my time and my conscious dedication.

In the end, the whole chapter fits in an image I have wanted to
write for years. The one who sits in the dark corner waits for some-
one to turn on the light. The one who gets up understands that he
is the candle. And the answer to the corner’s prayer —«if only it
were a pittance that God placed in my hands»— had been given
all along, hidden in the sentence itself: what God placed there is

not a pittance. It is the hands.
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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 un-

der the unholy trinity of catastrophe: «I'll do it tomorrow, I can
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do it, I'm the best.» I knew him up close —closer than I would
have liked, and in the chapter on my recovery I already confessed
the territory, so I won’t repeat the story; what I want to do here is
something else: to look at him face to face, with compassion and
without fear, and to call him by his name. That is the animal. And
the question of this chapter, which is perhaps the deepest in the
book, is this: who am I if I have not been reborn —the man or the

animal?

To think it through I need to tell you the story of a man who went
to ask that very question by night. His name was Nicodemus. He
was a Pharisee, a member of the Sanhedrin, «the teacher of Israel»
—a man who had cverything worked out in the org chart of his
life, and who nonetheless went out in the dark, careful not to be
seen, to seek out an itinerant carpenter because something inside
him didn’t add up. And he received the most disconcerting an-
swer in the Gospcl: «unless one is born again, he cannot see the
kingdom of God.» Nicodemus, who was erudite and literal, asked
the obvious: how can a man be born when he is old? Can he en-
ter a second time into his mother’s womb? The confusion was not
clumsiness: it was a beautiful trap of language. The Greek word

of the passage, anothen, means at once «again» and «from above.»

88



The Man or the Animal: Who Am I If I Have Not Been Reborn

Nicodemus heard the first —repeat the birth, one’s own effort all
over again— and Jesus was also saying the second: a birth that
comes from above, «the wind blows where it wishes.» Keep that

double meaning, because at the end of the chapter we are going to

HCCd bOtl’l halves.

But what almost no one preaches about Nicodemus is the thing
that matters most to me: he was not reborn that night. The Gospel
of John brings him back two more times, and the three scenes to-
gether sketch something other than a lightning-bolt conversion.
In the first he goes by night, hidden, asking questions. In the sec-
ond, some time later, he takes half a step: in the middle of the
Sanhedrin, when thcy want to condemn without a trial, he dares
a technicality —«does our law judge a man without first 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 hundred pounds
of myrrh and aloes to givea 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 individual inhabits his action:
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he consciously decides the series ofsteps that must be worked, be-
cause he recognizes himself as part of the whole. This is philos—
ophy, 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 ev-
erything and for everything —the car, the house, the studies, the
loan— while we postpone, unconditionally, the one birth we were

meant to attend to.

Now I return to the animal, because I owe it a precision that
changed the chapter for me while I was thinking it. My first im-
pulse —I dictated it that way, spelled out in full— was to say that
this thought must be killed, reduced to ashes. And there are tradi-
tions for each verb: Plato proposes governing it —in the Republic
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 hold-
ing the reins; depth psychology proposes integrating it, making
peace with the shadow. But when I placed myself in truth before
my own history, none of the three verbs was enough. Because we
were born animals. It is not metaphor: we arrived as creatures of
instinct and we grew by our environment, surrounded by living

conditions that kept us there —and you do not stop being what
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you are by decree. You do not kill who you are. You do not govern
who you are. You evolve it. Ifanything can represent time to us it
is evolution, and that is what the reborn one does with his animal:
he does not murder it —he would be left without force— he does
not chain it —he would be left without peace— he evolves it, be-
cause consciously he is a better person. Not because you integrated
yourself, not because you killed yourself: because you are better,
and you are better as a result of guarding your thoughts, having
good actions, and building good habits —because you inhabit your
being, and with it you manage to be a true man, built with the pas-
sion for life that integrates you, with the burning desire to live
and to know yourself alive, conscious and self-inhabited. Even
Scripture keeps this courtesy toward the animal: the old Spanish
Reina-Valera opposes the «animal body» to the «spiritual body»
—where the English Bibles say «natural body»— and calls the first
the sowing of the second. What is sown is not hated. It is culti-
vated upward. Kant said it in his dry, perfect way: evil is not in
animality; the animal is not guilty. Guilty is the man who hands

it the government.

A word about Vocabulary, because I care about precision and here

it is easy to slip, The inner jailer of this chapter I call ego: the
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false self, the constructed character that defends itself, compares,
and takes offense —the Vocabulary of the spiritual tradition, from
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. Thcy are different maps of the same junglc, 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 be-
ginning: the sleeping dragon. First, this house’s hygiene of cita-
tions, 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 confess
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 dis-
covered while dictating it: the dragon wakes when you become a

man. Because the dragon was not only your rage and your vice
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—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 responsibilicy —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 centers in your
hand, to be coherent with your ideas and with your passion for life.
It is like recognizing that great effort that makes you happy. Itis
like knowing that closing your eyes leads you to feel the beat of
your heart —and that this too makes you happy, because you are
in a safe space that you created by design: with a discipline, with

a task list, but above all, with calm.

The second half of anéthen remains, and it is the most delicate, so
I say it slowly. Is rebirth your work or the work of above? My
answer, the one this book has held since the first chapter, is that
it is the work of both, and each fulfills his part of the contract. I
believe it this way: God fulfills His part by handing you the divine
force of letting you wake each day —the raw gift of one more day
of time and space, the wind that blows where it wishes. But it is

you who will have to act, who will have to be, who will have to
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make the decisions; and many times, the highest decision is to de-
cide with Him. Much is said of free will: you have the freedom
to choose everything that is of interest to you —but definitely not
everything there is to choose is right, and the freedom to choose
does not include the freedom to escape the consequences. This is
not a religious book —it is a book of philosophy and of being—
but I gladly run the risk of telling you that I, in particular, am a
believer; I think I always have been and always will be. And in the
depths of my heart, the only choice that has proved prudent for
me is to choose Him. «With God, everything; without God, noth-
ing,» went a saying of my homeland. Rebirth, then, is conscious
and with divine permission: neither the grace that falls upon a
slccping man, nor the muscle that lifts on its own. Co-creation,
once again —the same as in the first chapter, now applied to the

most important birth.

And how does one get out, in practice, of the animal side of the
line? With what, on my darkest night, I learned to call decisions of
Light. They are not grand gestures: they are the series of steps that
must be worked. To listen to yourself —to stop listening to the
people who don’t matter and start listening to yourself. To name

—you already know, from saudade, what the exact word does to
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the fog. To decide —today, not tomorrow, because we already paid
that debt together. And to repeat, because rebirth is not signed:
it is practiced in the gerund, «is being renewed.» In time you re-
alize 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 cul-
tivates 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 answered
by night, as Nicodemus wanted. It is answered the way he an-
swered it: in the light, carrying the Weight, when showing your
face costs something. The man or the animal? Do not tell me who
you will be when you are reborn —we already know what industry
the «future self> works in. Tell me who governs today. Because if

the answer is «the man,» even barely, even with the reins trem-
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bling, then you have already been born again —and thC dragon,

awake and yours, WOI‘kS at last fOI‘ the nght




Advice I Sell, and for Myself 1

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, be-
cause the scene repeats itself the same in every house, with a dif-
ferent tablecloth. There is the uncle with the money —the one
who, by his own account, does everything right and knows every-
thing, and whom no one contradicts because he pays the bill; he
pronounces 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
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who always has something to say and never really knows anything:
she pokes her nose into everything but offers no proof, no refer-
ences, no sources; her entire bibliography is «a relative, a friend,
or a friend of a friend,» and deep down she is convinced that ev-
eryone is against her or, at best, barely at her level. T'll call her,
so she doesn’t get lost among so many aunts, Aunt Opinionator
—the one with the friend of a friend. And so with the rest of the
table: each with an improvised lectern, each a bearer of the truth,
each certain that life is mercly a matter ofdoing this or that thing.
We always have the positive comment, the ready advice, the exact
formula for someone else’s life. And yet —and here is where the
chapter stops pointing and begins to confess, because I have been

cach one ofthem— we are not ablc to I'CSO]VC our own.

There is the whole portrait, and I owe it a name, because popular
speech already gave it one and the name is half the thesis. In my
homeland this figure was christened with a vulgar nickname, and
I write it in quotes and with gloves: the «don vergas» —a phallic
brag that English can only approximate; «Mr. Big Shot» is its po-
lite cousin, and the Spanish original is considerably cruder—: the
one who can do everything, who knows everything, the braggart

of the loud vocabulary. And right here let us make a deal, you and
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I: this term will live only in this Chapter —the rest of the book does
not speak that way and I do not intend to change its register for
a joke—, and we will use it with the respect it is owed, because 1
do not bring it to mock anyone: in the end, the don vergas was
also me. And on many occasions the need to want to be him still
rises in me; but now, conscious and awake, now that I inhabit my
life, I take care not to act incisively —not to act like the animal,
but to build, to create, and to inhabit with love and with delicacy.
The nickname stays on the record, because the name itself gives
away the mechanism, and that is worth more than the discomfort.
Samuel Ramos had already diagnosed it in 1934, in Profile of Man
and Culture in Mexico: the «pelado,» he said, reading Alfred Adler,
is the man who compensates an intimate fccling of infcriority with
verbal explosions of dominance, and it is no accident that his vo-
cabulary 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 pro-
Claiming his strength; he is covering, at the top of his lungs, an
insufficiency he never dared to examine. Braggadocio is not an ex-
cess of confidence. It is a wound bandaged with noise. Keep that

fact, because it changes the way you 1001( at the WhOlC table: they
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are not enemies to bC beaten in thC argument —they are pCOplC

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, because the
paid bill has witnesses at the table while the fortune, on the other
hand, must be declared out loud every so often in order to exist.
He always arrives in a great big car, pretending to be someone
else —the car comes in first and he comes in after it, holding up
the character—; but come a little closer and the miser appears: he
says he has money and, when he visits the family fora 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 of the car.
He lives on canned food and rations his meals, because money, he
says, is «for more important things» —though we will never learn
which ones, because his health, of course, is not on the list. He
never takes care of himself: not a checkup in time, not a walk, not
one well-slept night —taking care of yourself costs, and he does

not spend on what cannot be seen from the sidewalk. And time,
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which argues with no one, cvcntually charges him for the full show:
he falls ill. Keep that last scene, because it is not a detail of the

character —it is the thesis of this chapter waiting for its turn.

There is a Spanish proverb that sums up the trade of these people
better than any treatise, and that is why it lends the chapter its
name: consejos vendo, y para mi no tengo —advice I sell, and for
myself T have none. There is the vice complete —the self-adviser
who dispenses wisdom door to door and lives out in the cold of his
own house. It is no modern discovery: the proverb was already old
when Jesus quoted it in Nazareth —«surely you will say to me this
proverb: physician, heal thyself> (Luke 4:23)— and Paul threw it
in the face of the teacher who does not apply his own lesson: «you
then who teach another, do you not teach yourself?» (Romans
2:21). The Pharisees are the greatest portrait in this gallery: «they
say, and do not do —they bind heavy burdens and lay them on
men’s shoulders, but they themselves will not move them with a
finger» (Matthew 23:3-4). He hands out the load, charges for the

advice, and does not move a finger in his own.

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
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one of the affirmations of this chapter. Psychology measured it
without mercy and gave it a proper name. The Dunning-Kruger
effect (Kruger and Dunning, 1999) showed that the least compe-
tent in a field are, precisely, those who most overestimate their
competence, 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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Octavio Paz named the national disguise of this in The Labyrinth
of Solitude: the cult of the mask, of «no rajarse» —never cracking,
never breaking down— of appearance sustained before what peo-
ple will say. And there, in Paz’s mask, is the sentence that gives
this chapter the heart of the entire book: they guard what people
will say, but they do not guard their time; they guard appearances,
but they never guard their thoughts. They guard aesthetics, the
decoration of the house, the car, the watch —but they never guard
their actions. It is a dimmed life, polished on the outside and un-
polished within, and for that very reason the planned party must
go on even though it adds nothing to anyone’s growth: to cancel
it would be to admit that something is not right, and admitting
it is forbidden in that house. Here the title of this book stops
being a pretty slogan and becomes a diagnosis: the don vergas is,
exactly, the man who guards everything except his thoughts. And
he does not need to confess anything, because his habits reveal him
—they always give him away. Aunt Opinionator can talk for hours
without saying anything —that which the language baptized, with
poetic justice, cantinflear, to the point of putting it in the dictio-
nary; but you need only watch what she repeats, whom she keeps
company with, and where she spends her attention to know who

she is. The fruits speak even when the mouth dissembles. (Of the
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beam in one’s own eye while one hunts the speck in another’s we'll
speak in its place, with the Friend; here it is enough that it peeks

over the table: we all carry it, and almost no one looks at it.)

Because the problem, it must be said with care, is not in making
mistakes —to err is part of the stage, we are all in development
and I did not come to scold anyone for not having arrived. The
problem is in never changing; never reviewing why we believe
what we believe, Why we hold the ideas we hold, Why we like the
things we like. We never question it. The idea came in one day
without passing through customs —no one inspected it, no one
weighed it— and over the years we made it part of ourselves, and
now defending it feels like defending ourselves. Socrates left the
mother-sentence of this whole chapter —«a life without examina-
tion is not worth living»>— and it is worth remembering that he
did not toss it off at a comfortable after-dinner table: he said it at
his trial, gambling his life, because for him self-examination was
no pastime, it was the very form of being alive. Epictetus brought
it down to the height of the day: «it is not things that 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
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is even a technical name for that swallowing whole of someone
else’s belief without chewing it: psychologists call it introjection
—eating without digesting. And that is why it hurts to examine
what is already «part of us»: it doesn’t feel like reviewing an idea,
it feels like a betrayal of oneself. But until you review it, you did

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

And here this chapter owes me a confession deeper than the ones
before, because so far I have confessed to having been the man with
the improvised lectern —but I also sat on the other side of the ta-
ble, and of that side almost no one speaks. Throughout my life
there were people who treated me badly, in business and in per-
sonal relationships: abusive people, people who took advantage,
people who used a small agreement —a minor concession, a favor
signed in a hurry— to later extract more advantages and more ben-
efits from me, like someone who gets a foot in the door and then
moves in, furniture and all. T gave all of that a name that sounds
almost like accounting, so I could carry it without poisoning my-
self: T called it my «financial recomposition» —mi recomposicion
financiera—. I accepted the changes and I accepted the terms —
not because I did not see the play, but because I decided to solve

my problems with love and with attention, and that decision was
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worth more than what the play was taking from me. With time
I came to understand that perhaps it was a condition of my be-
ing that kept certain prudences in place: I paid with money what
others collected with cunning, because I was always open-handed
—generous, if you want the table word: money was never my god,
and letting it go always cost me less than getting dirty. And thanks
to the opportunities life kept placing in front of me, I was able to
resolve each one of those accounts carefully, with no quarrel in the

mlddlC and no resentment StOTCd away in tl’lC warehouse.

But let no one mistake my open hands for amnesia, because
from those years I kept a conviction I have not been able —nor
willing— to let go: doing harm gets paid for. Abusing trust 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. I knew, up close, an
advantage—taking man —a grasping one, the kind who Charges for
every favor and invoices every gesture, the kind who turns any

agreement into a lever. He took care of himself, moreover, like

106



Advice I Sell, and for Myself I Have None

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 fol-
lows is my vision, not medicine, and I mark it for you in full. 1
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 somcthing else and in this house the sources
are declared. The literature that in the eighties and nineties tried
to link personality with causing cancer turned out to be one of the
greatest frauds in academic psychology: a King’s College London
investigation in 2019 declared «unreliable» dozens of those publi—

cations, and the serious studies of tens of thousands of people find
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no relation between character and the risk of falling ill with can-
cer. To repeat that causality would be to lie, and it would be worse:
it would be to blame the illness on the one who suffers it today —
«whom did I wound?»— and this is a loving chapter, not a tribunal.
What is proven, and it is plenty, is its first cousin: chronic stress
measurably degrades the body’s defenses (there are meta-analyses
of hundreds of studies that hold it up), and a life in conflict ac-
cumulates a real physiological wear —they call it allostatic load.
Sustained anguish, ruminated resentment, the maintained lie do
not stay in the conscience: they charge in blood pressure, in sleep,
in inflammation, in immunity. And look closely at the order of
the chain, because it is the order of this book’s motto read from
its dark side: the mind and the bad habits fail first; the body fallsill
afterward. The unguarded thought defines the act —resentment
thought is already resentment acted—; the repeated act becomes
habit —the canned dinner of every night, the appearance kept up
at every party, the advantage taken in every agreement—; and the
habit, the one that no longer asks permission, is the one that one
day sits down to negotiate with the body —and the body always
collects last, because it stands at the end of the line and it is the
only one that does not know how to look the other way. That

is why the don vergas falls ill at the end of his own movie, and
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not out of bad luck: he arrived at that bed through the door of
his habits —the rationed food «because money is for more impor-
tant 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: |
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
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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.

The tradition, it is only fair to say, argued for centuries about how
that being is assembled, and I do not come to close the dispute but
to show it to you. Some read a trichotomy —«your whole being,
spirit, soul, and body» (1 Thessalonians 5:23), and that Word that
«pierces to the division of soul and spirit» (Hebrews 4:12): three
dimensions. Others read a dichotomy —the material and the im-
material, and «soul» and «spirit» as two names for one same depth.
I take no academic side; I keep what both readings share and what
is enough for me: we are more than flesh, and that «<more» is real,

not decoration.

And since philosophy walked alongside, I leave you the staircase
in four steps, one author per step, without forcing you up any of
them. Plato, in the Phaedo, imagined the soul that preexists the
body and outlives it —the body as a temporary garment the soul
takes off. Aristotle, in De Anima, corrected the course with an idea
that anchors me: the soul is not a ghost inside the machine, it is

the form of the living —that which makes a body be alive and not
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a heap of matter; soul and body are not two things glued together,
they are one single living thing. Thomas Aquinas laid the bridge
that holds my faith with reason and not only with dogma: the soul
is the form of the body and, at the same time, subsists —so that one
can be a 1iVing unity here and, nonetheless, hope for something
beyond. And Descartes, already at the door of the modern, split
in two again what Aristotle had joined —the thinking thing and
the extended thing— and bequeathed us the mind-body problem
that to this day no one has closed; I name it and I do not open the
file, because this book believes, with Aristotle and with Thomas,
in the unity. My declared faith —that there is being beyond life—
I do not ground here in neuroscience; I ground it where I already
grounded it, in that «it is sown a natural 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
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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.
Take a step outside yourself, speak to yourself by name, look at
yourself from without with the same prudence you hand out for
free at the table —and at last spend on your own life the good
advice you have spent years giving away. The don vergas has the

wisdom; he only has it pointed outward. Turn it around.

But beware of a trap, because it is subtle and it is the one that de-
cides everything. To align your thoughts is not to sit and fantasize
a future «where I am the best» —that is, exactly, the vice, not the

plan. «Tomorrow I'll do it, I can do it, I'm the best» is the same
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Catastrophe we already hung on the animal: living in the future-
self so as to be no one today. And this book does not believe in
the future-self —I've told you from the start: you are not what
you swear you'll be, you are what you do and repeat today. That
is why we do not align in order to stay in a permanent search, nor
to attend with urgency and fanfare to every problem; we align in
order to do, as I like to say, the conscious delivery —the delivery
of today, the task fulfilled in the present, the fruit set on the table
and not promised for the next dinner. Constant progress, not per-
fection; intention and delivery, the two words. Because the goal is
not to become perfect —that is another fantasy of the don vergas;
the goal is to deliver today, and again tomorrow, and thus to raise,
stone upon stone, the pyramid of sclf—bclonging: the life that does
belong to you because you inhabit it, not the one you only feign

because you decorate it.

And let me tie off a thread that comes from far away, from saudade.
One does not appreciate what one has until one sees 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. Ifyou enjoy each conscious delivery in the mo-

ment, ifyou inhabit it instead of running toward the next, then
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you will not have to lose it in order to value it: saudade stops be-
ing 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 T 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 passiv-
ity, 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: Epicte-
tus 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 rclcasing the rest. Two rivers, one singlc 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 know-
ing him: «he who displays himself does not shine; he who justifies

himself does not glow; he who boasts has no merit; he who takes
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pride does not endure» (chapter 24). There was no need to wait
for Ramos or for Dunning: humanity has known this character
forever, and always knew that noise is not strength. Epictetus said
it with a country image that I keep for the end: sheep do not vomit
up the grass before the shepherd to prove how much they ate —
they digest it in silence, and give wool and milk. There, whole, is
the reverse of the don vergas. Do not show off the grass. Give wool
and milk. Do not proclaim your principles: show them in works,
because your habits will speak for you even if you stay silent —and

they will speak better.

The whole philosophy of this book, if T had to squeeze it into
three verbs, fits here: think, act, inhabit. Think —and guard your
thoughts, for there everything begins. Act —and guard the results,
for there it is proven. And with good habits, inhabit your life —
for there, at last, it is lived. The rest is after-dinner talk. I tell you
this the way I tell it to myself every day: loving, because we owe
it to ourselves; hard as a facher, because affection without an edge
lifts no one; and wise as a grandfather, who has lived long enough
to know that life is not won against anyone —it is handed over to

oneself, one conscious day at a time.
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«The devil is very busy, and no one knows better than he that nothing
is stronger than its weakest part.» — Charles Kingsley, letter of De-

cember 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 hap—
pens. The smile that minimizes. The «you've always been this way.»

The joke that returns you, with surgical affection, to the place you
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are coming out of —and the round he buys you, that very night, to
prove you haven’t turned boring. The staff, just when you loaded
your weight onto it, breaks. And you discover one of the most
expensive lessons of adult life: that the chain always breaks at the
weakest link, and that the link you believed to be steel was that

friend in whom you deposited your trust.

Before going on, let’s put the map on the table, because this was
charted long ago. Aristotle distinguished three friendships: of util-
ity, of pleasure, and of virtue. Only the third wants the good of
the friend for the friend’s own sake; the other two dissolve the
moment the benefit ceases —they are not necessarily bad people:
they are unsigned contracts that cancel themselves. The friend
who exalts your egos belongs to the first two: he pays you in flac-
tery because he collects in company. And Plutarch, in an entire
treatise on how to tell the flatterer from the friend, left a portrait
still valid twenty centuries later: the flacterer is a chameleon —
he changes according to his prey, while the friend is constant; he
praises your defects —he calls your anger frankness, your fear pru-
dence, your foolishness character; and he commands a master trick
that Plutarch called feigned frankness: he criticizes you on triv-

ial things to earn a reputation for sincerity, and with that credit
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he flatters with impunity on the things that martter. Read that
again, because it is exaetly the mechanism that I called, dictat-
ing this chapter, concealing your relapse with tares: he distracts
you with minor faults so the great one stays asleep. The flatterer
does not lie to you about the world; he lies to you about yourself,
which is worse. And many times he does not even do it out of
conscious malice: the one who has not grown, has not cultivated
himself, has not sought self-observation or self-criticism, seeks —
like everyone— to see his own errors proliferate in others. Your
relapse absolves him. Your awakening accuses him. That is why

your growth discomforts him more than your vices.

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
flatcering 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 indistinguishable from
wheat throughout its whole growth. It reveals itself only when it
heads —when it bears fruit. You cannot tell the friend from the
flacterer 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.
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Now comes the turn that cost me to accept, and that turns chis
chapter into something more uncomfortable than a manual for de-
tecting 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 withourt anesthesia: the root of all ﬂattery is philautia,
self-love; each one of us is his own first flacterer, his easiest audi-
ence, and that is why the external flacterer always finds the door
open —he sells you nothing new: he resells you what you were al-
ready 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 postponement,
because flattery is comfortable and growth is not, and we prefer
to keep being comfortable animals rather than inhabit ourselves
as individuals to seck to become men. We are always fearful of
change; we tend, like everyone, to choose the bad that is known
over the good that is yet to be known. And my contrary criterion
would put it this way: that which is still and calm does not pros-
per. The flattering friend does not stop you by force —he stops
you pleasantly. That is why the chain does not break where the
other fails; it breaks where you were already giving way. He only

tightens it.
g

119



Guard Your Thoughts

To see this without breaking yourself you need an eye I confess I
recently discovered: I have been reading Niccolo Machiavelli, and
although his fame precedes him badly, in this he was a surgeon of
the truth: realize that not all people are with you out of a true
interest in being with you; some are there because, in some way,
they draw a benefit. I do not tell you this so that you grow para-
noid —I tell you so you learn to have that visual eye that distin-
guishes the flattering friend: the one with whom you feel so com-
fortable because with you, you are always the good one, the creator
of ideas, the intelligent one... and who, without quite meaning to,
lives off you —off your energy, off your validation, off your table.
The group version exists and is more expensive: the friends of con-
venience, the ones who stay close in a constant, ordinary way be-
cause the closeness pays them —favors however insignificant they
seem, cheap information, borrowed energy; first it is a favor, then
a shared adventure, and behind it a web is being built that one day
explodes by abusing your trust: lictle by licele they draw a benefir,
and more benefit, until the moment they already write you off —
and then, until they are done with you. The acid test Plutarch gave
and any life confirms: the flatterer clings to forcune —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 en-
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ergy that keeps that relationship alive, the relationship cracks, is
lost —and if your identity hung from i, 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 applauds
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 whetstone:

"The most complete biblical praise of the friend is in Sirach 6:14-16 —«a faith-
ful friend is the medicine of life»— a deuterocanonical book: some Christian
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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friction that polishes. The flatcerer is sandpaper in reverse: he

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

And so what does one do with the antipode friend —cut him off,
give him the speech, block him? Here is where I must weigh ev-
ery word, because my answer is no, and I know it contradicts half
of self-help. To cut off would be to judge; it would be to take a
side that is not yours to take. The parable of the tares ends with
a disconcerting order: do not pull them up —let the wheat and
the tares grow together until the harvest— and I subscribe to it
with an engineer’s precision: you can accompany that individual
in your life, but your company should cause him no postponement
in his life, nor should he cause postponement in yours. That is the
whole border, in one line. To coexist with open eyes is not to keep
silent: without judging means without condemning, not without
speaking —the truth spoken with love is not a judgment, it is a
medicine, and the wounds of the one who loves are faithful. But
once the truth is spoken, the rest is not yours. Eventually those
roads will have to separate on their own, and it will be destiny —
which is nothing other than the result of one’s acts, one’s habits,
of what each one inhabits and lives— that carries the tare where it

belongs and shows the other his fruits, for the good of his person,
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in the present or in the future. Because just as a man plants a fruit
tree he will never see bear fruit, so too one can live soundly, with
a mind free of conflict, allowing everything to be done even if you
do not take part in it. It is not within your right to judge, to cu,
nor to do any kind of harm —neither to your brother nor to your

person.

The question of the foundation remains, because if the weak link
is the part of me that needs the flattery, where does one lean then?
Modern psychology measured what the corner already knew: our
self-esteem works as an inner gauge of acceptance —we seek ap-
proval from the factory, it is human and it is not the sin; the
problcm is handing it the wheel, because a worth that dcpcnds on
others’ approval is left at the mercy of whoever administers that
approval —and the flacterer is, precisely, the one who hacks that
gauge. The validation of third parties who never overcame their
own fears cannot sustain the weight of a life: a foundation, how-
ever hard the ground, must sit on structures of greater strength.
For me —I already confessed it to you in the previous chapter and
I do not take it back— that structure is the divine approach: the
only true and honest decision of free will is to choose God above

all things, and it is no accident that the Gospel keeps for friend-
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ship its highest step: «no longer will T call you servants... | 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 acomma —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 yourself by caring
for yourself, to love him will be to care for him, not to applaud
his chaff. Grow with his company, because the threshing-sledge
too is company. But do not deceive yourself, and do not allow
yourself to postpone him or to postpone yourself in the process.
And when someone from outside sees you and sees your actions,
let him recognize your legacy as an example of life —not because
you are better than they are, but because you knew how to enjoy
life to the fullest and made the most of the time in this space to
better yourself. Think, and guard your thoughts. Act, and guard
the results. Have good habits, and with them inhabit your life. You
arrived here as an individual; let it show, in your friendships too,

that you ar¢ now a man.
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of the Present

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

glossing Aristotle (Nicomachean Ethics, 1)

There is a phrase that comes out of me on its own, in English, when
somcthing fmally lands: «Right on the spot!» 1 say it when a server
that had been down for days boots back up; when a decision I'd
been postponing resolves itself in a minute because its exact mo-
ment finally arrived; when the word I was looking for shows up
and needs no correcting. It isn’t a salesman’s tic. It is, if you push
me, the other face of the man I used to be — the one who cov-

ered with noise what he still hadn’t done, who bragged about the
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punch before he threw it, and often instead of throwing it. That
man decorated; this one builds. That one named a tomorrow; this
one names a win that has already happened. It took me almost
the whole book to understand why that little phrase, said into the
air of my lab, is the destiny of everything I've been preaching to
you: guarding your thoughts does not end in the corner, looking

inward. It ends outside, in the world, hitting the mark.

Let me paint you that man, because I know him up close — I was
him for years, and every so often he still knocks on the door. He
is the addict of good manners, the man in the pressed jacket, the
show-off who arrives late to his own life and sits down to tell it
as if he'd already lived it. He talks about the project he’s going to
build, the body he’s going to take care of, the father he’s going to
be — all in the future, always in the future, because the future asks
nothing of his hands. He brags about hardships he never endured
and punches he never threw; he confuses noise with the work, ap-
plause with the fruit, the promise with the bread. On the outside
he shines. On the inside a sad dust keeps piling up, the dust of
things he swore to and never touched. And I tell you this with-
out contempt, with the kind of ache in the chest that comes from

recognizing your own old face in the portrait: it stirs both tender-
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ness and anger at once, because that man wasn’t stupid or bad —
he was a whole man slowly wasting himself, furnishing with van-
ities a room he never decided to inhabit. The deepest longing I
carry isn’t for what I lost out there. It’s for the years I spent as that
well-dressed gentleman, postponing myself with a smile, while the

ClOCk kept charging quietly and never gave change.

Let me put it to you plainly, because this is the thesis and I don’t
want it lost among the anecdotes. For pages I've asked you to ob-
serve, to examine, to sit with the animal in the dark. Good — that’s
the beginning. But the corner is not a hammock — it is a work-
shop. Introspection that never turns into action is one of the finest
scams the smoke industry runs: it sells you hours of contemplation
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 spcnd 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.
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And here comes the correction that cost me flesh. I used to believe
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 distrust 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 stretcch — not the only one, but one of
the ones you remember — when I worked twenty-six hours almost
straight, building the most stubborn piece of the sovereign lab that
now runs in my data center, not my house: the servers that carry
my AgTech work, the machine that learns alongside me, the cor-
ner of silicon where ideas stop being conversation and become a
thing that works. Twenty-six hours. I'm not telling you this to

brag about the endurance — you already saw where bragging leads,
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you already met the man in the pressed jacket. I'm telling you the
opposite. Because at hour twenty-two, when the body starts ne-
gotiating and the mind starts inventing shortcuts, you find out
who had been guarding his thoughts and who had merely been
decorating them. The tired man who never cultivated himself
grows sloppy, stubborn, picks fights with the machine. The one
who trained his attention does the opposite: he narrows, he cleans
house, he throws out everything that isn’t this minute’s problem,
and he hits the mark. I understood it that night, and I understood
it with a sting: mental edge is not proven at rest — it’s proven at
wear. Inner discipline isn’t for the easy days. It is precisely the
savings you spend at hour twenty-two, the ones that well-dressed

ShOW—Off never had, bccause 1’1C never put any away.

Let’s tie this to the chain that has held up the whole book, because
right on the spot is not a talent — it is the last link. The guarded
thought defines the act; the repeated act becomes habit; and the
habit, once it matures, is what one day hands you the aim without
your having to think it. No one hits the mark by inspiration. He
hits it because for years he put order to what he thought, and that
order came down into his hands and became a craft. That’s why

trained attention pays out on the outside: every clean decision I
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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 machine
down and when to shut myself down — is the late fruic 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 op-
posite of noise: doing what's needed, when it’s needed, and letting
go of everything else — the wu wei we already worked with, «acting
without forcing», paired with the Stoic who puts his strength only
where it bclongs. Right on the spot doesn’t mean doing evcrything;
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’c
yours right now. Conscious delivery: a fruit set on the table today,

not promised for next dinner.
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And there’s a place where I check whether any of this is true, or
whether I'm just telling myselfa nice story: home. Sarahi doesn’t
measure me by the servers I power up — she measures me by
whether I'm there, really there, when I'm there. And with Ivania
I learned the hardest lesson about aim, the one that still wrings
me out: a child does not accept the future-you. The father who
says «tomorrow, | promise» is no use to her — that’s the man in
the pressed jacket again, the one who promises to your face and
is absent on the inside. The only present a child recognizes is the
one you exercise in front of her, today, with full actention and
the phone far away. No lab counts there: the mark is in her eyes,
and either you hit it now or you lost it, because that instant isn’t
saved to any backup. My lab taught me to aim my attention; my
family taught me where to truly aim it — and it also taught me
how much it hurt, every minute that show-off gave away looking

somewhere CISC.

I'll close where this book closes every time, because I know no
better way to say it. Right on the spot is my three verbs running
at once, in a single gesture. Think — and guard your thoughts,
because that’s where the aim gets sharpened. Act — and guard

the results, because that’s where you find out whether you hit the
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mark or the air. Inhabit — because inhabiting the present is not
resting in it, it is exercising it. That’s the whole chain, link by
link: the guarded thought made the act, the repeated act made
the habit, and the habit put your hand where it needed to be. So
that when someone from outside watches you work — the steady
hand, the clean attention, the win without noise — they don’c say
you got lucky. Let them say, without knowing everything it cost
you: right on the spot. And may you, on the inside, know the whole
truth: it wasn’t a gif:c for aim you were born with. It was the chain,
finally collecting in your favor, after so many years of 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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Choosing — The Link That
Does Not Break

We got here by way of mirrors. Four, to be exact — and the order
was no accident. First the corner, that room of misery where you
see yourself for the first time with no decoration on. Then the
animal, whom we learned to call by his name without fear and
without hatred, so as to evolve him instead of killing him. Then
the friend, with the tares that grow beside him until they head
— because it’s the fruit, not the words, that reveals who someone
is. And last, the craft of being here, right on the spot, planted in
the only instant you truly have. Four mirrors, four times you saw
yourself with no way to lie to yourself. But if you've walked with

me this far, you already know what no mirror is going to tell you:
33
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seeing yourself is not the same as holding yourself up. You can
know yourself by heart and still collapse. What's missing is the

decision. The real one. The only one.

Let me tell it to you from where I understood it, which is where
I understand almost everything: from a job site. When you want
to raise something that will last on bad ground — and nearly ev-
ery 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 debrt.

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
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never beaten their own fears. In my own ego, the cheapest flatterer
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 forging
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 thatisn’t a
staff. One that, when you set the entire weight of a life on it, does
not give — because it isn’t made of you, or of anyone who could

ever fail you.

Here 1 have to weigh every word, because I'm standing on the
ground where this book slips the most. I haven’t come to sell you
an answer; I’ve come to confess mine. For me, that firm stratum,
that bedrock beneath the mud, is the divine approach. I don’t say
it as a verdict or a doctrine: I say it as someone reporting the re-
sult of a long, badly designcd experiment that was me. This isn’t
a religious book — it’s a book of philosophy and of being — but
I already confessed it to you with Nicodemus and T won’t take it
back: I, particularly, am a believer; I think I always have been and
always will be. And the one choice that turned out, in my whole

history, to be truly wise was choosing Him. «With God, every-
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thing; without God, nothing,» went a saying from my homeland
that L heard as a child without understanding it and understood as
an adult without meaning to. If your rock carries another name, I
haven’t come to argue you out of it. I only ask of you what the job
site demanded of me: that you not look for it in the top 1ayer. That
you dig down to something that doesn’t depend on your strength

— or your luck — to hold you up.

Look closely at the verb, because the whole chapter is hidden in-
side it. Choose, by way of elect, comes from the Latin eligere — ex-
legere, to read outward, to set apart by reading — the same gesture
as telling wheat from tares by the head of grain. And decide comes
from decidere, from caedere: to cut. Dcciding is cutting. Every true
decision amputates the menu. And here is my quarrel with almost
everything they call freedom today: we were sold free will as an
endless restaurant menu, an infinite scroll, and we gave that paral-
ysis 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 T'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
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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 thar 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.
I¢’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’ct matter;
naming the fog; deeiding 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 yourself. That is the link that does not

break. Not beeause you turned into steel, but beeause you ﬁnally
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tiCd yourself to something that dOCSH,t depend on your strength

to hold you up.

And let me bring it down to earth, because bedrock doesn’t live
in some abstract sky: it lives in a kitchen. It shows itself to me in
Sarahi, when the day comes in crooked and her calm doesn’c give —
not because she’s faking it, but because she’s sitting on something
deeper than the day’s mood. It shows itself to me in Ivania — in
that faith children have in you before you've earned it, which ob-
1igates you to earn it — in my children and in all my family. And
I want to leave a thank-you apart, with a name actached: to my
niece Nancy. Some time ago, when my mother fell ill, she wrote
me a letter that named in me a property I had never recognized in
myself: that of being someone capable of offering attention and of
caring for others. She handed me back a sense of belonging I never
believed I had — I was missing attention, I was missing inhabiting
mysclf — but which, according to her, had always been with me.
You don’t need sharp eyes, or much learning, or to wait for the last
step of the staircase, to discover that the most important thing al-
ready lives inside you. I won’t hand you the conclusion: go find it
yourself, inside yourself. The key is in sensitivity, in observation,

in care, in cultivating yourself. That letter, without meaning to,
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invited me to write this book — not for her sake, but for mine. It
shows itself even in the lab, in the small hours, when something
finally works and I catch myself giving quiet thanks to someone
who isn’t on the project’s org chart. Choosing the Light didn’c get
me off the job site or take away the bad ground — I'm still rais-
ing 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 direction 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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A personal, voluntary chapter.

Before «guard your thoughts» was a phrase I verified across thirty-
five sources, it was something I had to learn the hard way. The road
that changed everything began with one decision. I do not tell
this to claim merit or to ask for pity; I tell it because without that
process this book would not exist —and because what I learned

there is, word for word, the philosophy I defend.

In an intensive program I first understood something technical
that freed me from shame: addiction is a disease of the midbrain,
not simply a failure of character. It requires predisposition and
an environment that feeds it. I, who had come to believe that

excess was admirable, had been putting my head in the lion’s
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mouth without knowing it. Naming the disease —giving it the
exact word— was the first act of reclaiming sovereignty over my
own mind. What you name, you can look in the eye; what you

silence governs you from the shadows.

But what truly rebuilt me were not the diagnoses, but a few words
[ 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. lntentionality and delivery: two words | 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 ca-
pacity that is practiced. Assertiveness: a word that meant nothing
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 understand
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 1

will be tomorrow —I am what I think, do and repeat today. «To-
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morrow I'll be better» was, for years, the exact lie that sustained
my addiction. The truch 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
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There are two ways to sew: the one that hides the thread and the
one that shows it. The first wants the garment to look as if it were
born without hands; the second leaves the stitch in plain sight, be-
cause it knows the seam isn’t the garment’s flaw — it’s the proof
that someone made it. This book was sewn the second way. I told
you from the first page: I wasn’t going to wait until it was printed
to share it with you; | would build it in plain sight, with its drafts,
its crossed-out lines, and its reasons why. Now, at the end, I owe
you the last honesty — the hardest one: telling you what the pro-
cess did to me. Because a book written in the open doesn’t only

edit itself. It edits the one who writes it.
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| began by promising you a sentence verified against thirty—ﬁve
sources: guard your thoughts, for they define your actions; your ac-
tions become habits, and your habits reveal who you are. 1 confirmed
that exact wording existed nowhere, and I published it with its ev-
idence alongside. That was the first edit of my sentence: the one
made by the man who writes it and signs it. But before that one I
had written another, one that governed me for years and cost me
dearly: «tomorrow I'll be better.» That was, strictly speaking, my
original sentence. Recovery forced me to cross it out cntirely 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’c. 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 — 1
wasn’t correcting a dictionary: I was correcting my own prayer. [
discovered, writing it, that for years | had begged for mercy with

the grammar of the corner — «give me even just a pittance» — and
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that the answer had been hiding inside the plea itself the whole
time: what God placed there was not a pictance. 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 understood by
«guarding.» At first, guarding my thoughts sounded to me like
standing watch over them. Today I know that to guard is to dill:
to take part, to penetrate, to put your hands into the thing that
has to be solved. The sentence didn’t move; I moved underneath
it. And that is the whole confession of this epilogue: I did not edit
the book while I lived it; I lived it while I edited it, and it edited

me back.

Now the part that fits in no thesis and that, nonetheless, holds
the whole thing up. In this house, kinship is declared by name:

nothing you read would exist without two people.

To Sarahi I owe the chapter that isn’t written, the one that runs
underneath all the others. There was a time we stood at the edge of
separation, and a word that meant nothing to me — assertiveness
— ended up, with help, saving the marriage. Today I am more
united and more in love with her than when she was my girlfriend.
If this book holds that identity is revealed in what one repeats, she

is my most stubborn piece of evidence: she stayed to repeat with
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me, day after day, the version of me that didn’c exist yet. A man
doesn’t Verify a sentence about inhabiting life without someone

teaching him, patiently, to inhabit a home.

To Ivania I owe the good kind of hurry, the kind that is not post-
ponement. A child puts the present in front of you and doesn’t
let you escape into «tomorrow I'll be better,» because her today
doesn’t wait. Every time I was tempted to sit in the dark corner
and watch from a distance the call that had to be made, it was
enough to think of her to remember that the candle that needs
lighting is yourself — and that there’s no bigger inheritance to

leave a child than letting her watch you light it.

And I owe something to the lab: to the servers, to the machines
humming through the night, to the twenty-six straight hours in
front of a problem no one else thought was worth solving. There
learned that trained attention becomes aim, and that the present
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 honcsty 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 neces-

sary: | was showing you a negative developing, not a finished print,

146



The Visible Seams — Epilogue

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’t a pretty paradox; it’s the thesis, letter for letter.
If my habits reveal who 1 am, then no definitive print of a ]iving
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; I'm handing
you the method, which is no longer a secret because I sewed it in
plain sight. And you don’t need me to use it. Write your sentence
— yours, in your own words, the one that governs you even if you've
never said it out loud; go find it, because you're already obeying
it. Then do the harder thing: edit it in public. Don’t save it to
polish in private and bring it out perfect; bring it out imperfect

and let life correct its seams, because that’s what seams are for —
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staying visible. And in the end, don’t sign it with a pen: let your
acts sign it. A habit doesn’t promise who you'll be tomorrow; it

reveals, today, who you already are.

I began this book in a darkroom, waiting for someone to turn on
the light. I finish it knowing that [ was the light, that no final print
exists, and that this — far from frightening me — is the best news

this craft ever gave me: as long as there’s developing, there’s life.

Guard your thoughts. I'm still guarding mine — in plain sight,

with you as witness.




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.
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projet — the project (Sartre); identity thrown toward the future, which
the Contrarian Thesis deliberately inverts.

prosoche — continuous attention; the Stoic Vigilance over one’s own
judgment, the first defense against manipulative persuasion.

rajamim — biblical Hebrew, plural of "womb”; visceral compassion, of
a mother’s insides — the other half of biblical mercy.

saudade — Portuguese nostalgic longing with no exact English
equivalent; the presence of absence. Own chapter and entry in Terms
and Conventions.

Schnsucht — German longing for something unreachable or
undefinable; a cousin of saudade, not a twin.

tribulum — Latin: the threshing-sledge that separated grain from chaff;
the root of "tribulation” — to thresh before it meant to suffer.

wu wei — Chinese, "acting without forcing” (Tao Te Ching, chs. 48 and
63); not passivity but not interrupting what is not yours and executing
cleanly what is — the Eastern twin of the Stoic dichotomy of control.
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