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        I wanted to be an astronaut, but...

      

        

      
        You trade your future every day.

        Most trades are small.

        Some are not.
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      This book started with a simple observation about how life works. You make a choice. You give something up. You get something in return. And sometimes, years later, you realize that what you gave up was worth more than what you received.

      I am not going to tell you my specific story. It does not matter. You have your own version of it. Everyone does. The details differ but the structure is the same: you made a choice, the choice closed doors, and now you live with what you chose.

      I wrote this book because I could not find a book that said what I needed to hear. The books about choice either tell you how to decide better, which is useless after you have already decided, or they tell you that everything works out for the best, which is a lie. I wanted something that simply told the truth. That choices have consequences. That some trades are uneven. That you cannot go back.

      I also wanted a book that did not stop at earthly choices. The logic of uneven exchange applies to more than careers and relationships. It applies to the largest question any person can face. I could not write honestly about the cost of choices without writing about that.

      This is not a book of answers. I do not have answers. I have only the questions that keep me awake, written down so that you know you are not the only one asking them.

      If you are reading this, you have probably already made the trades I am describing. Welcome. You are in good company. The question now is not how to undo what cannot be undone. The question is what to do next.

      I hope this book helps you see more clearly. That is all it can do. That is all any book can do.

      The rest is up to you.
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            UNEVEN EXCHANGE

          

        

      

    

    
      Every transaction in life follows the same basic principle: you give something, you get something. This is true whether you are buying bread at a store or deciding how to spend the next ten years of your life. The bread costs money. The decade costs time, energy, attention, and the closing of doors that will never open again. In both cases, something leaves your possession and something enters it. The question is whether what you received was worth what you paid.

      Most of the time, we get this calculation roughly right. We have an intuitive sense of fair exchange that has been refined over thousands of years of human commerce and social interaction. When someone offers us a deal that seems too good to be true, we become suspicious. When someone asks too much for too little, we walk away. This instinct serves us well in the marketplace and in the small negotiations of daily life.

      But there is a category of exchange where this instinct fails us completely. These are the exchanges that involve not money or goods but something far more difficult to measure: the trajectory of a life. The person you might become. The future that exists only as a possibility until a choice collapses it into a single path. In these exchanges, we routinely give up something enormous and receive something that was not worth the price. We make the trade believing it to be fair, sometimes even believing it to be favorable, and only later do we discover the true accounting.

      This book is about those exchanges. The uneven ones. The trades where you gave away your chance to become an astronaut and received, in return, something ordinary. Something that seemed valuable at the time but revealed itself, year by year, to be worth far less than what you paid.

      The rocket rises through the dawn sky. Two figures stand below, watching, fingers intertwined. One of them was supposed to be on that rocket. One of them chose to stay. The choice seemed reasonable at the time. Perhaps it even seemed wise. But the rocket is leaving now, and it will not return, and the person who stayed will spend the rest of their life knowing that they traded their seat for the warmth of the hand they are holding. Was the trade worth it? They will never know for certain. But they will suspect, in the quiet hours, that they gave away something irreplaceable for something that could have been found anywhere.

      This is not a metaphor. This is the shape of countless human lives.

      Consider how many people you know who once wanted to be something and became something else. Not through failure, not through external circumstance, but through a series of choices that seemed small at the time but accumulated into a completely different life. The medical student who dropped out to support a partner's career. The musician who took a temporary job that became permanent. The writer who never wrote because there was always something more immediate demanding attention. Each of these people made an exchange. Each of them gave up a version of themselves that might have existed. And many of them received, in return, something that was not worth the price.

      The cruelty of these exchanges is that they are not obviously unequal at the time they are made. If someone offered you a thousand dollars for your dreams, you would laugh at them. But life rarely makes such blatant offers. Instead, it presents you with reasonable-sounding trades: security instead of risk, comfort instead of struggle, the certain instead of the possible. Each individual trade seems sensible. It is only when you look back at the accumulation that you see what you have purchased with all those small surrenders.

      A life you did not want. A self you do not recognize. An answer to the question of who you might have been that is now forever unavailable.

      There is a photograph that has circulated for decades, showing a couple watching a rocket launch. The image captures something that words struggle to convey. The rocket is pure aspiration, a machine built for one purpose only, which is to leave the earth behind. The couple is pure connection, two people holding onto each other while something magnificent escapes into the sky without them. You cannot look at this image without asking yourself which you would choose. You cannot look at it without knowing, somewhere beneath the level of conscious thought, that you have already made this choice many times and that you will make it many more times before your life is over.

      The exchanges we are discussing are not limited to career decisions or romantic choices. They occur whenever you trade a larger possibility for a smaller certainty. This happens when you choose the reliable path over the uncertain one, when you decide that good enough is good enough, when you settle. Settling is just another word for exchange, and most settling is uneven. You give up more than you needed to give up, and you receive less than you thought you would receive.

      Why do we do this? Why do we routinely accept bad deals when it comes to the trajectories of our own lives? This question has many answers, and we will explore them in the chapters that follow. But the first step is simply to recognize that this is what we are doing. Most people never achieve even this basic recognition. They tell themselves stories about their choices that make those choices seem inevitable or optimal. They construct narratives in which they made the only reasonable decision, or in which the path not taken would not have led anywhere worth going, or in which happiness was always going to look like this, like what they have, like what they settled for.

      These stories are almost always lies. Comforting lies, perhaps. Necessary lies, in some cases. But lies nonetheless.

      The truth is simpler and harder. You made a choice. The choice was a trade. The trade was uneven. You gave up more than you received. And now you live in the aftermath of that exchange, in a life shaped by a transaction you did not fully understand at the time you agreed to it.

      Let me be clear about what this book is not trying to do. It is not trying to make you feel bad about your choices. Guilt is useless, and regret, while sometimes unavoidable, is not the point. The point is clarity. The point is to see clearly what has happened, what is happening, and what will continue to happen unless you begin to recognize the pattern.

      This book is also not trying to tell you that you made the wrong choice. "Wrong" implies that there was a right choice, and the situation is rarely that simple. What this book is saying is that you made an exchange, and the exchange was uneven, and you should know that. You should see it for what it is. What you do with that knowledge is up to you.

      There is a particular kind of pain that comes from recognizing an uneven exchange after the fact. It is not the sharp pain of immediate loss but the dull ache of realizing that you have been living with a loss for years without naming it. This pain is often worse than the original loss would have been, because it is compounded by time. Every day that passed between the exchange and the recognition was a day spent in a life that was built on a bad trade. Every memory from those years is now tinted with the knowledge that things could have been different, that they should have been different, that you gave away something precious and received something ordinary and did not even notice the theft until it was far too late.

      Some people never experience this pain because they never achieve the recognition. They go to their graves believing that their life was the only life they could have lived, that their choices were inevitable, that the exchange was fair. In some ways, these people are fortunate. Ignorance is not bliss, but it is at least comfortable. It allows you to inhabit your life without constantly measuring it against the life you might have had.

      But this comfort comes at a cost. The person who never recognizes the uneven exchange is also the person who never stops making them. They continue to trade away possibilities for certainties, futures for presents, the extraordinary for the ordinary. They do this because they do not see what they are doing. They think they are being practical, being realistic, being mature. They think that this is what life requires, this constant settling, this endless series of diminishments. And in thinking this, they condemn themselves to a life that shrinks year by year, possibility by possibility, until there is nothing left but the small space they have purchased with all their surrenders.

      This book is written for people who do not want that. Who would rather face the pain of recognition than live in the comfort of ignorance. Who understand that clarity, even painful clarity, is preferable to a lie that makes you feel better while it slowly destroys the life you might have had.

      Let us talk about what makes an exchange uneven.

      An exchange is uneven when what you give up is worth more than what you receive. This seems obvious, but the difficulty lies in measuring worth. Money is easy to measure. Time is harder. Opportunity is nearly impossible. How do you calculate the value of a path not taken? How do you measure the worth of a self you never became?

      The traditional answer is that you cannot, and therefore you should not try. This answer is wrong. It is true that you cannot measure these things with precision. But you can measure them with enough accuracy to know when you are being cheated. You can develop a sense of the approximate value of your choices, even if you cannot calculate that value to the decimal point.

      Here is one way to think about it. When you make a choice, you are not just selecting one option from a menu. You are becoming a person. The choice changes you. It shapes the person who will make the next choice, and the choice after that, and all the choices that follow. So the value of a choice is not just the value of the immediate outcome. It is the value of the person you become by making that choice, and the value of all the future choices that person will make.

      When you choose to stay instead of go, you become a person who stayed. This is not just a description of your past. It is a description of your present self, the self that will make tomorrow's choices. The person who stayed will make different choices than the person who went. They will see different possibilities. They will have different courage, different fears, different habits of mind. So when you calculate the cost of staying, you cannot just look at what you missed by not going. You have to look at who you became by staying, and who you would have become by going, and the entire cascade of consequences that flows from that difference.

      This is why uneven exchanges are so common. We evaluate choices based on their immediate outcomes, not on their effects on the person we are becoming. We see the warmth of the hand we are holding, not the astronaut we are failing to become. We feel the comfort of the certain path, not the shrinking of the self that occurs when you consistently choose certainty over possibility.

      A man gives up his chance to start a company because his girlfriend at the time thinks it is too risky. He takes a stable job instead. The relationship ends two years later anyway, for reasons that have nothing to do with money or risk. He works at the stable job for three decades. It is not a bad job. He is not unhappy in any obvious way. But he is also not the person he would have been if he had taken the risk. That person exists only as a ghost, a might-have-been, a question that can never be answered.

      Was the exchange uneven? He gave up his chance at building something in order to preserve a relationship that did not survive anyway. He received two years of stability with a partner who left, followed by thirty years of work that was never quite what he wanted. He traded the possibility of becoming an entrepreneur for the certainty of becoming an employee. These are not equivalent. This was not a fair trade.

      But notice how hard it is to see this in the moment. When he made the choice, he was not thinking about who he would become. He was thinking about the immediate situation: a girlfriend who was worried, a risk that seemed frightening, a safe path that seemed reasonable. He was thinking about the next year, maybe the next five years. He was not thinking about the next thirty years, or about the person he would be when those thirty years had passed. No one thinks like that. It requires a kind of foresight that humans do not naturally possess.

      And this is exactly why uneven exchanges happen. We are built to evaluate
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