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The year is 1991. Six years old, 105 pounds, headphones clamped over ears, belting out Bobby McFerrin's "Don't Worry, Be Happy" with the passion only a first grader can muster.

Mid-whistle when the tap comes. Teacher's mouth moving. No sound.

The class is losing it. Twenty-seven kids in hysterics. The request, finally audible: sing a little quieter, honey.

First clue that sound and I were going to have a different relationship.

Diagnosis came a few years later. Born without hearing in the right ear. The world calls that a deficit. But since there's never been anything different, it's just baseline. The brain compensates. More attention to faces. More reading of rooms. More constructing meaning from incomplete information.

For years, that compensation became the story.

The limitation became the gift. The disability became the superpower. Missing half the information meant seeing everything else more clearly. Basic observation became special insight. Normal became exceptional.

The investment ran deep. Every successful read of a room confirmed it. Every compliment about being perceptive fed it. The whole identity built on the idea that the struggle created something rare.

Then a conversation with someone else who couldn't hear out of one ear.

They just... dealt with it. No superpower narrative. No special insight. Just missed things sometimes and moved on.

The question that followed was uncomfortable: What if it was just hearing loss? What if the compensation was just compensation? What if the special insight was just anxiety about missing things, dressed up as a gift?

That question cracked something open.

The need to be special can't exist alone. It requires an audience. A witness. Someone to confirm the narrative.

That confirmation feels good. Not metaphorically—neurochemically. Dopamine. The molecule that says: do that again.

So, the narrative gets protected. Managed. The story requires maintenance because it's become identity.

Here's where it gets darker, so quietly the line disappears:

If identity depends on their perception, their perception needs managing. If their perception needs managing, their choices need managing. The ones that shape how they see things.

So, the managing begins. Not dramatically. Just nudging. Explaining. Framing. The belief that enough effort, enough communication, enough trying can determine how someone else thinks.

It can't.

Not a little. Not with better technique. Not by "letting them" make choices as if they needed permission.

The only thing controllable is the next action. Not their response. Not the outcome. Just what happens next from here.

This book exists because that realization simplified everything.

Not the hearing loss. Not the compensation. The moment the specialness collapsed and what remained was ordinary. Ordinary problems. Ordinary solutions. The only real control being the next move.

The chapters that follow aren't about becoming better. They're about seeing the mechanisms that have been running—the selling, the unseen factors, the uniqueness trap, the busy performance, the control fantasy—and recognizing them for what they are.

Ordinary patterns. Shared by everyone. Solvable by ordinary means.

You're not special. Neither am I.

That's not the problem. That was always the solution.
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The Delusion of Sales

There's a game being played that nobody signed up for.

A kid walks into a career counselor's office. Seventeen years old, still believing the world runs on fairness and effort. The counselor asks the question that's been asked ten million times before: "What do you want to be when you grow up?"

The kid doesn't know it yet, but the question is rigged. Not because there's a wrong answer—because there's a hidden assumption baked into the words themselves. "What do you want to BE." Not what do you want to do. Not how do you want to spend your hours. What do you want to BE.

As if occupation is identity. As if the job title on a business card is the answer to who someone is.

This is where the sales delusion begins.

THE INFINITE GAME NOBODY MENTIONED

Two kinds of games exist in the world. The first kind has rules, boundaries, a finish line. Chess. Football. Filing taxes before April 15th. These are finite games—played to win, played to end.

The second kind has no finish line. No final score. The only objective is to keep playing. Relationships. Health. Meaning. These are infinite games—played not to win, but to stay in the game.

The career counselor's office runs on finite game logic. Pick a career. Climb the ladder. Reach the top. Win.

But a career isn't a finite game. There's no final job. No ultimate promotion after which the game ends and the confetti falls. The ladder keeps extending. The goalposts keep moving. The "top" turns out to be a plateau with another ladder behind it.

This is the first lie: that professional life has a win condition.

The second lie is worse.

EVERYONE IS IN SALES

The job title says "engineer" or "teacher" or "analyst." The reality says something else.

An engineer pitches ideas to leadership, persuading them that this solution beats the alternatives. A teacher sells curiosity to thirty kids who'd rather be anywhere else. An analyst convinces stakeholders that these numbers mean something, that this conclusion deserves attention and resources.

The business card lies. Everyone is in sales.

Not the caricature version—the slick closer with a commission breath and a firm handshake. The real version. The version where every human interaction involves an exchange of attention, trust, and perceived value.

A job interview is a sales pitch. A first date is a sales pitch. Asking for a raise, defending a thesis, convincing a toddler to eat vegetables—all sales. The product being sold varies. The mechanism stays the same.

This isn't cynicism. It's recognition.

The sales delusion isn't that selling happens. The sales delusion is pretending it doesn't—that success flows naturally to the deserving, that good work speaks for itself, that authenticity means never having to persuade anyone of anything.

Good work doesn't speak. It sits there, mute, waiting for someone to speak on its behalf.

THE DOPAMINE TRAP

Here's what happens in the brain when a sale closes. When the pitch lands. When the person on the other side of the table says yes.

Dopamine. The molecule of anticipation and reward. It floods the prefrontal cortex, reinforcing whatever behavior just preceded the hit. The brain learns: do that again.

This would be fine if the brain was smart about what "that" means. It isn't.

The brain doesn't distinguish between a yes that came from genuine value delivered and a yes that came from manipulation, luck, or the other person having a bad day. It just registers: behavior → reward → repeat.

So, the sales delusion compounds. The brain chases the next yes, then the next, building an identity around the closing rate rather than the value created. The job title becomes the self. The promotion becomes the proof of worth. The business card becomes the biography.

This is occupation-as-identity at the neurological level. The meat computer rewiring itself around external validation, mistaking the dopamine hit for meaning.

THE MECHANISM OF AVOIDANCE

Watch what happens when the sales delusion takes hold.

First, the victim starts optimizing for the wrong variable. Not value created—value perceived. Not problems solved—problems solved visibly, with witnesses, preferably important ones. The actual work becomes secondary to the performance of the work.

Second, the victim starts controlling what can't be controlled. Other people's opinions. Market conditions. The mood of the hiring manager on interview day. Energy pours into managing perceptions, predicting reactions, engineering outcomes that were never theirs to engineer.

Third, the victim loses track of the only variable that was ever real: the next action.

Not the result of the action. Not the response to the action. The action itself.

This is where agency lives. In the gap between stimulus and response. In the choice to act before knowing how it will land.

The sales delusion closes that gap. It says: don't act until you know the outcome. Don't speak until you know they'll agree. Don't try until you've guaranteed success.

Which is another way of saying: don't act at all.

WHAT AGENCY LOOKS LIKE HERE

Strip away the delusion. What's left?

A person has skills. Those skills create value for some people in some contexts. The person's job—the real job, underneath the title—is to find those people and those contexts, then offer the value clearly.

That's it. Find the match. Make the offer. See what happens.

Not: guarantee the outcome. Not: control the response. Not: engineer the yes.

Make the offer. See what happens.

The offer might land. The offer might not. Either way, information arrives. Either way, the game continues. The only failure mode is refusing to make the offer at all—which isn't playing the game safely, it's not playing the game.

A finite player tries to win the sale. An infinite player tries to stay in the conversation. The finite player optimizes for closing rate. The infinite player optimizes for shots taken.

Shots taken is the only controllable variable.

THE OCCUPATION QUESTION, REVISITED

The career counselor's question was wrong.

Not "what do you want to be" but "what do you want to do repeatedly, knowing that most attempts won't land the way you hope?"

Not "what career will make you successful" but "what activity would you engage in even when the scoreboard says you're losing?"

Not "what's your dream job" but "what work feels like play even when it's hard?"

These questions don't fit on a guidance counselor's form. They don't produce neat answers for the college application essay. They also don't produce the sales delusion—the belief that the right title, the right company, the right rung on the right ladder will finally answer the question of who someone is.

The question of who someone is doesn't have a professional answer. It has a behavioral one. What gets done when nobody's watching? What gets said when there's no audience. What gets attempted when failure is the most likely outcome.

That's identity. The rest is business cards.

THE PRACTICE

Practicing agency in the sales delusion looks like this:

Make offers without attachment to outcomes. Take shots without scorekeeping. Present the value, note the response, adjust, continue. The closed deal isn't the point. The taken shot is the point.

Notice when the brain starts optimizing for the wrong thing. When the work becomes performance. When the effort goes toward managing perception rather than creating value. When the question shifts from "what's true" to "what will they think."

That's the dopamine trap activating. That's occupation-as-identity taking hold. That's agency slipping away, replaced by the exhausting project of controlling what was never controllable.

The antidote is simpler than it sounds: return to the next action. Not the outcome. Not the response. The action itself.

What's the next offer to make? Make it. What's the next value to create? Create it. What's the next shot to take? Take it.

The sales delusion says: wait until success is guaranteed. Agency says: success was never guaranteed. Take the shot anyway.
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