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            Dedicated to Robyn Altucher:

            I’m so glad I met you in time to be quarantined with you.
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            Introduction

         
         “You can’t do that!”
         

         
         She’s the head of marketing at HBO. I’m walking toward the CEO’s office. It’s 1995. The CEO is my boss’s boss’s boss’s boss’s
            boss’s boss.
         

         
         My official title at HBO is junior analyst software developer. If I worked hard, I’d get a promotion to senior analyst software
            developer.
         

         
         Cindy says, “You can’t just walk into the CEO’s office and tell him an idea! Do you know how many people have ideas for a
            show who have been in this business for decades? And you can’t just go over your boss’s head. You can’t skip the line!”
         

         
         But I want to change my life. I’m unhappy. My career feels stagnant. I’m not interested in being a junior analyst . . . whatever.
            Being comfortable in my nice little cubicle. Six feet by six feet.
         

         
         Even in a jail, prisoners often have an eight-by-eight cell. They have their own bathroom. I don’t like going to the bathroom
            and thinking my boss might be in the stall next to me. I’ve ruined my stomach forever by holding it in until work is over.
         

         
         Can I skip the line?

         
         “I’m going to try,” I say. “What can I lose?”

         
         “You can lose your job,” she says. “Nobody does this.”

         
         But I want to. I want to skip the line. I’m not taking an easy shortcut. My idea is good. Who made the rules that you can’t
            skip the line?
         

         
         I go to the CEO’s office . . .

         
         *  *  *

         Twenty-five years later, a pandemic shuts down the planet. Forty million people in the United States file for unemployment.
            The world feels over. People start to riot. There are protests everywhere. As the economy reopens, as the dust starts to clear,
            we can see the results: Many businesses are not coming back. Many industries are upside down. Many people are lost in this
            new world.
         

         
         The ability to change, to find your passion, to get good at it, to make money from it, to feed your family, to be excited . . .
            again, to want that excitement about getting up in the morning—this has never been more important. They never taught us the “skip
            the line” skills in school. They never told us that the world can suddenly become very terrifying unless we know how to live
            in the land of not-knowing.
         

         
         Maybe I’ll change my passion again. And again. It’s never too late. Everyone is walking around shaken with some kind of societal
            PTSD. I want to change, people say. I’ve always wanted to do X but I thought I had to do Y. From birth we’re told which holidays
            to celebrate, which schools to go to, which promotions to aim for, which awards to strive for. I kept believing this until
            I was on the floor, flirting with the worst, no optimism left.
         

         
         The time to learn to skip the line is now. But the time to learn to skip the line was always now; we just forgot that.

         
         *  *  *

         I lived four blocks from the World Trade Center on 9/11.

         
         It was such a beautiful morning, around 8:30 a.m., September 11, 2001. The markets had been down for several days in a row and I had made a big bet the night before that the markets would bounce back. At that moment, the stock market looked like it would open up big, and I was excited to make money. 

         
         I’m having breakfast at the Dean & DeLuca on the bottom floor of One World Trade Center. Then my business partner, Dan, and
            I start walking back toward my apartment.
         

         
         Dan turns to me and says, “Is the president coming in today?” He points up in front of us to a low-flying jet cutting through
            the sky right toward us.
         

         
         A second later—a microsecond—a second that will never repeat, everyone on the street instinctively ducks. My eyes open. I
            see the plane scream straight into the building, accompanied by the loudest sound ever—imagine a god opening up the door of
            a giant attic.
         

         
         Dan and I run to the nearest fire station. We want to help, I tell them. One guy throws us two suits to wear inside the buildings.
            “Put these on.” And then he asks, “Are you guys firefighters?”
         

         
         “No, but we can help.”

         
         “Forget it. You have to be firefighters.” And he and the other guys in the fire station put on their suits, get in the truck,
            turn on the siren, and leave. Many died less than an hour later as the buildings crashed in on them.
         

         
         We go back toward the smoking buildings. People are throwing themselves off the top. From a distance they look like black
            squiggles twisting in the air. Up closer you see the more familiar outlines of bodies. Then the buildings start to shake,
            and then tumble, sending up enormous amounts of smoke and blackness. We run back to my apartment. The black cloud covers the
            entire building.
         

         
         My little daughter had peed on the floor. Everyone is scared. People who had gathered in my apartment are crying. Everyone feels powerless. Nobody knows what to do. Announcements blasted over a bullhorn tell us to leave the area, but we don’t. Is it safer outside or inside? we wonder. Our windows are pitch-black, all the dust and destruction trying to pound their way into the apartment. We stay up all night, taking turns listening to the radio, and the next day, Part Two of everyone’s lives begins. 

         
         A few months later, I’m dead broke from day-trading. I knew nothing about day-trading, but I had gambled away millions of
            dollars. At night, I dream of enormous tidal waves sweeping over Manhattan, and I wake the moment I realize in the dream that
            I can’t run fast enough to escape.
         

         
         I want to sell my house. I’ve already lowered the price three times, but there are no buyers. Every day I call the broker.
            He says, “Move the price down again.” I don’t want to. I do it anyway.
         

         
         More waiting.

         
         I look in my bank account again: $143. How did this happen? I think I’m smart, but I’ve been the biggest idiot. I cry. What
            do I do?
         

         
         I call my wife. I’m supposed to get something from the store, but in my panic after I saw my bank account I totally forgot
            what I’m supposed to get.
         

         
         I go to a payphone (New York City still had them at the time) and start dialing. I don’t hear a dial tone. I press the keys.
            No sounds. I feel something against my ear. I pull the phone away but it’s sticky and grabbing on to my hair.
         

         
         The phone is covered in shit. Human shit? Dog shit? I don’t know. And now it’s all over my hands and hair. When I was eight
            years old and thought my future would take me from success to success, I never would’ve predicted this moment. I drop the
            phone quickly. I yell out but people keep walking by.
         

         
         Dead broke, shit in my hair, and I forgot what I’m supposed to get at the store.

         
         That night I go to my neighbor. I’m desperate.

         
         “Do you think I can get a job investing at the fund you work for?”

         
         He looks down, maybe a little embarrassed, and hesitates. I’m feeling red. I’m feeling like I’m going to cry again. I hate
            asking people for things.
         

         
         He says, “You might need a little experience. Like maybe a degree in finance, or maybe you need to work at a fund or a bank
            for a while and start from the bottom. You know, there’s a lot of people trying to get into this business. It’s hard to skip
            the line.”
         

         
         I really hate when people tell me that.

         
         I had to change. Once again I had to change. I had to change everything. I had to find something I could be obsessed about.
            I had to get good at it. I had to make money from it. I wanted to feed my family.
         

         
         And I needed to do it right away. I didn’t have 10,000 hours. I needed to skip the line.

         
         *  *  *

         I’ve woken up in the middle of the night, three in the morning, many times. Opening my eyes into the dark blue. So many voices
            racing in my head. You feel this and you wonder, whose voices are these? They won’t stop.
         

         
         The lateness of the hour, the dark, the voices . . . it seems that somehow my heart has taken a wrong turn. That I ended up
            in someone else’s nightmare, running in the maze, captured by words conjured up from a horrible part of me. I can’t believe
            that the young boy who was once so excited to wake up and play is now trapped here in the dark blue.
         

         
         When someone tells you “You can’t do that!” don’t assume the worst. We’re all trying to calm the demons inside of us. The
            anxieties, the stresses. Where did everyone get these anxieties? These fears? It doesn’t matter. Life is more difficult than
            we ever could have guessed.
         

         
         It only matters that you realize this: understand that when someone tells you that you can’t do something, they are trying to imprint their own goals for you onto you. It is their agenda, their truth. Not yours. You don’t have to follow their goals. You don’t have to give the goals they have for you any of your energy. You don’t even have to convince them, because they can’t be convinced. They live inside their own piece of this giant simulation. Of all the possibilities in the world that are open to them, the one where you specifically “can’t” is incredibly important to these people. 

         
         Let their goals slide past you. They will walk past you, muttering to their own ghosts while you move forward toward your
            own goals. Hope that they will be happier somehow. But don’t do more than just hope. Instead, detach from their path, their
            vision for you, and move toward your own possibilities.
         

         
         Sometimes at three in the morning those voices come back. The many “can’ts” you’ve been told. When the hour is late and dark
            and lonely, your resistance to the agendas of others is at its weakest. The brain invites them in and the heart is not quite
            awake to defend.
         

         
         The ideas in this book are what can wake you up. You aren’t lonely in your dreams. You do have power over that darkness. One
            agenda that many have is A, then B, C, and D, and often they think that’s the only path.
         

         
         The possibilities at that moment, at the moment of greatest despair, are spread out in front of you like when a magician fans
            out a deck of cards. Pick a card, they say, any card.
         

         
         But it is then that your heart can reach for a card and pick the one that is for you only. Even at that late hour, it’s time
            to skip the line, to explore the universe of possibilities that nobody else even believes exists. It’s late and dark and you
            feel powerless, but you get to pick the card, any card.
         

         
         Jigoro Kano, the founder of judo, was short, 5′2″, and very interested in his studies at school. His family moved around a bit after his mother passed away when he was a child. In modern words, he was a “nerd.” He was frequently bullied by schoolmates much bigger than him, the sort of people who would physically say, “You can’t!” and make Kano pay if he tried to move forward. 

         
         Kano learned to defeat his bigger opponents by using their own energy against them. When they were on the attack, they would
            have a temporary loss of equilibrium. For instance, if they lunged, then at that precise moment they would be slightly off-balance.
            His approach was to learn to instinctively relax his mind and body at these high-stakes moments and then use his opponent’s
            own energy against them. “Maximum efficiency, minimum energy” was his approach.
         

         
         He once said, “In short, resisting a more powerful opponent will result in your defeat, whilst adjusting to and evading your
            opponent’s attack will cause him to lose his balance, his power will be reduced, and you will defeat him. This can apply whatever
            the relative values of power, thus making it possible for weaker opponents to beat significantly stronger ones.”
         

         
         The forces of the world will always conspire against you when you try to reach for accomplishments beyond the comfort zone,
            beyond the straightforward path that most people subscribe to. You will be bullied. Maybe not physically but in many other
            ways. When someone says, “You can’t!” or appears to have hostility to you skipping the line to achieve success in your chosen
            field, the idea of relaxing rather than resisting, of increasing and creating energy based on the actions of others, of acting
            when others are off-balance, fuels many of the skip-the-line techniques described in this book.
         

         
         *  *  *

         “James, James, James,” Vince says, “you just started doing stand-up comedy when? Two years ago? People have been doing it
            for years and aren’t getting the spots you are getting. You have to just take your time. There’s an order to this. First you
            do the open mics, then you do the check spot, then maybe you can be the MC, then you go from five minutes to ten minutes,
            you start doing other clubs, you have to do some spots on TV, and then you can start closing the show or traveling.”
         

         
         He’s staring at his drink. We’re in a comedy club uptown. Photos of Jim Gaffigan, Tiffany Haddish, and Dave Chappelle surround
            us.
         

         
         Vince drives a Con Edison truck during the day and fixes underground electric lines. He’s two years from retirement. He’s
            been doing stand-up comedy for twenty years. He’s funny. He’s a big guy. I think he’s half Hispanic, half African American.
            He’s half something and half another thing. He wears rings on each finger and a big fur coat.
         

         
         He has this joke I love. He sits on the stool onstage and he relaxes and leans back and he’s just having a conversation with
            the audience.
         

         
         He says, “I’ve been stabbed twice. I told this girl I was dating about my stab wounds. She says, ‘Ohhh, I like that. You sound
            dangerous.’ I said to her, ‘I don’t think you understand what stab wounds are. It’s the guy that’s done the stabbing who’s
            dangerous.’” People always laugh. I laugh.
         

         
         “When you’ve been doing it a few years,” Vince tells me, “you learn to be in the pocket. Where you got the laugh and you now
            can take it where you want. You can control the stage. But you have to wait your turn, man. You’re just a baby at this. You
            can’t jump ahead. It will happen.”
         

         
         Jon, the manager that night, calls out to me: “James, you’re up.”

         
         And now I’m all nervous. I’ve just been told I can’t skip the line.
         

         
         I’m about to do forty-five minutes in front of a hundred fifty people. It’s my first time doing that long. Vince’s been doing it twenty years. But after what he said, I’ve lost confidence. Maybe he’s right. But it’s too late to be scared. 

         
         I go through the crowd. Open the door. The MC says, “Here he is, Jaaammes Altucher!”

         
         I’m up.

         
         *  *  *

         I change careers a lot.

         
         In 1987, while still in college, I start my first business: a debit card for college kids. Debit cards don’t yet exist. And
            companies like Visa and Mastercard are not giving credit cards to college students.
         

         
         I convince eighty different stores and restaurants to accept the “CollegeCard” and give discounts to all of our members. I
            program the point-of-sale machines to accept our cards and install them in the restaurants.
         

         
         I want more equity. I’m doing all the work. A friend tells me, “You’re too young. Wait your turn.”

         
         I run the entire business for over a year. My two partners in the business graduate. One goes to business school. The other
            starts working at . . . Mastercard! I’m left alone. I run the business for another six months and then shut it down. It was
            going nowhere. But it changed my life.
         

         
         For the first time, I program a computer. And I’m obsessed. I want to switch my major to computer science. I go to the guidance
            counselor.
         

         
         She says, “You can’t do that. You’re going to be a senior. How are you going to take all the classes you need?”

         
         She says, “You have to take four years of calculus; you don’t even have one.”

         
         She says, “Maybe take some classes in computers, but stick to what you were majoring in. You can’t really make a big change like this right now.” 

         
         But then I do become a programmer. And then I decide I want to write novels. Then I work at HBO. Then I make a TV pilot for
            HBO. Then I start a company making websites.
         

         
         Then I sell it and I start a company making mobile software.

         
         I have to raise money for that company. In one meeting someone insists on knowing how it all works.

         
         I say, “Well, first the signal goes up to a satellite and then it beams down to your phone.”

         
         “I thought the signal goes to cell towers.”

         
         I have no clue. I don’t know what I’m talking about. “Well,” I say, “sometimes it does that and sometimes it goes into space.”
            That business doesn’t work out.
         

         
         Later, I start a venture capital firm. Then I day-trade. Then I’m a writer. First for one website, then two, then two newspapers,
            then I write books. Then I write twenty books. Then I start a business selling newsletters and online courses I create.
         

         
         Then I start a hedge fund and then another one. Bernie Madoff rejects investing in me. I start a business: a social network
            for people interested in finance. I sell it. I start another business that crowdsources advertisements.
         

         
         It doesn’t work out. So I start something new. And then again. And then I start something again. And again . . . podcasting,
            writing, investing, several businesses, stand-up comedy.
         

         
         Throughout this time, I go broke repeatedly. I’m switching careers, but I don’t know the three rules of money: making it,
            keeping it, growing it. I keep losing it. Sometimes people say to me, “You’re that guy who keeps going broke,” and then everyone
            laughs a bit.
         

         
         People often subscribe to a theory that failure leads to future success. This is the furthest from the truth. Does pain lead to creativity? Does failure lead to understanding? Often it does. But it’s not a requirement. People show the example that a baby learns not to touch the stove when they first touch it and burn their hand. But I’d rather not burn my hand at all. 

         
         It’s painful and scary to fail. When you have a family to raise, when you pin hopes on an outcome, when you switch careers
            in life or switch interests and there’s nothing but uncertainty in front of you, these are the times to not dwell on failure
            but to rely on skip-the-line techniques. How can you turn the energy the world has thrown at you into a force that can catapult
            you to the top? One answer is the 10,000 Experiments Rule I describe in this book, but it’s also important to not indulge
            in “failure porn.” One time I was going broke and there was nothing I could do about it. I was crying and I was outside and
            it started to rain. I didn’t have any energy to get up and get out of the rain. “How could this happen to me, again!” I kept thinking, “What misery!” I was scared all the time. Even writing this now, I feel my stomach tighten up. Memory
            is a form of time travel. It puts your mind and body back into that moment. It’s not good and it’s not productive. Worrying
            and anxiety are a waste of energy. Anger is a waste of energy. Do not rent your very valuable mental real estate to emotions
            or to the agendas of others. Others’ agendas will later on turn into your excuses.
         

         
         But how do you support your family when the world is falling apart? How do you get unstuck when you are stuck to the floor
            and you have no idea what to do? How do you go upside right when the world goes upside down? How do you learn to start skipping
            when you always fall?
         

         
         *  *  *

         I’m on the stage. I’ve only been doing stand-up comedy for a few months. I’m scared. I tell a story that is a bit disgusting,
            a bit nauseating. I think it’s funny, but everyone is just staring at me.
         

         
         The red light in the back blinks on and off, signaling I have to wind it up and get off the stage.

         
         Some guy in the audience yells at me, “Your time is up! Go!” The other people in the audience clap and laugh at what the guy
            said. I get off the stage.
         

         
         As I’m walking out, I hear the MC say to the heckler, “Are you OK, sir? Can I get you a free drink?”

         
         The guy says, “I’m here with my two sons. We don’t want to hear that shit. That guy was weird.”

         
         The MC says, “I’m very sorry, sir.”

         
         I leave the club. I go home and I go to bed and feel for a few minutes that I never want to get up again.

         
         But then I can. And I do.

         
         I want to skip the line, I want to be better, I want to be good at the things I love. I want to change careers. I want to
            be respected by the people I respect.
         

         
         I don’t want to do the 10,000 Hours Rule. You know the one? It was popularized by Malcolm Gladwell but developed by Anders
            Ericsson.
         

         
         The rule is this: if you want to be the best in the world at something, it takes 10,000 hours of what Ericsson calls “deliberate
            practice.”
         

         
         Deliberate practice entails repetition of a skill you want to get better at, measuring your success or failure, and a coach
            giving you feedback. Then repeat.
         

         
         When Michael Jordan was cut from the varsity team in high school because he wasn’t yet good enough, he’d practice shooting baskets all day long. If he missed, he’d figure out what went wrong, adjust his stance, and try again. When he was a top professional, the best in the NBA, he still arrived for practice before everyone else and left after everyone else. He put in his 10,000 hours. 

         
         Warren Buffett started investing at an early age. He studied under the famous value investor Ben Graham. Buffett would read
            all day—annual reports from the thousands of different companies he could invest in. He could measure his success by seeing
            if an investment worked or not. And he had an excellent mentor who could provide him feedback. By the early 1960s, he’d probably
            already put in his 10,000 hours, and he became the greatest investor of all time.
         

         
         In the early 1990s, I participated in some of the first experiments that were being used to test out the validity of the 10,000-Hour
            Rule. A psychologist named Fernand Gobet was studying all kinds of chess players—chess players who had no experience, chess
            players who were at the master level and had maybe put in a few thousand hours (me), and chess players who were grandmasters.
         

         
         Gobet would show five positions for just a few seconds and had us re-create the positions. As expected, the grandmasters could
            re-create them almost perfectly. People at my level could re-create about half the positions. And amateurs couldn’t do anything.
         

         
         But the interesting part was when he gave all three groups completely random positions—positions that didn’t come from a game
            but where the pieces were put on the board randomly, in defiance of the rules of chess.
         

         
         All three categories of player performed equally poorly. It wasn’t that the stronger players had a better memory. It’s just
            that the strongest players had the best memory for chess—because of the hours of deliberate practice they had put in.
         

         
         The 10,000-Hour Rule seemed like the only way to get truly great at something.

         
         *  *  *

         It’s 2008 and I’m living on Wall Street. In the afternoons I’m appearing on CNBC to provide market analysis.

         
         The markets are all crashing. Articles in the newspapers are calling it “The End of Capitalism!”

         
         I have no job. And once again, despite all my experience at this point, I’m going broke, like most other people.

         
         “Why is this happening to me again?” I thought. “I’m supposed to be smart. But I’m always screwing up. I don’t know if I have
            the energy in me to come back after all these years of struggling and now this. How the hell am I going to get back?”
         

         
         I had started off with nothing.

         
         I made money from a paper route when I was a kid. I borrowed money for college. I paid it back when I sold my first business.

         
         When I first moved to New York City, I lived with a guy named Elias who gambled on chess in the southwest corner of Washington
            Square Park. My rent was $300 a month.
         

         
         We shared one room. He took the couch and I took the futon. I kept my clothes in a garbage bag and would pull out my one suit
            every morning and walk to HBO.
         

         
         I was happiest then. After work, I’d go to a pool hall in Astoria and everyone there was from Greece, and they’d shoot pool,
            play chess, and play the three different kinds of backgammon that were popular in Greece. We’d play all night, then I’d go
            home, put on my suit, and walk to HBO. I had no money at all. I made $42,000 a year, which meant I was taking home about $2,500
            a month. Just enough to pay rent, my student loans, and then to eat occasionally.
         

         
         But I was happy. I loved working at HBO. I loved playing chess all night. I was young and felt like every possibility was
            in front of me.
         

         
         But then everything changed. First, I got “the disease.” After I started my first company, made money, then lost it, I couldn’t stop regretting that I had lost my kids’ future. That’s a symptom of the disease. I only wanted to make the money back, and I was miserable for over a decade trying to do it. 

         
         And then there was 9/11, and then there was the 2008 financial crisis.

         
         The world changed. Nobody wanted to hire anyone anymore. Everyone I knew was changing careers, but nobody seemed happy.

         
         I wanted to change careers too. I wanted to stop caring about the money so much. I wanted to do what I loved, but only if
            I could be good at it. I wanted to be the best at something.
         

         
         In this one short life, is it possible to be so good at something that you feel the pleasure, the sense of accomplishment,
            the feeling of freedom and joy that comes with mastery? And then make money doing that thing you love?
         

         
         Can I have that?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
You Can Do That

         
         There’s b.c. and a.c.

         
         “Before coronavirus” and “after coronavirus.”

         
         When the entire world shut down, everything turned upside down. Tens of millions lost their jobs, lost their careers, and
            suddenly realized that nobody was loyal to them.
         

         
         When the economy came back, so many people were left unemployed. So many businesses had just disappeared. The institutions
            we trusted—college, government, whatever support systems we thought we had—had all either disappeared or changed and let us
            down.
         

         
         I have to change. I have to find something I can do that I love. I have to get good at it—good enough to make money, enough
               money so this won’t happen to me again.

         
         These weren’t my words but everyone’s words.

         
         Society was reinventing itself. And nobody wanted to be left behind.

         
         But how do you find what you love? And how do you get good at it quickly? Is it going to take 10,000 hours?

         
         I don’t have 10,000 hours. I have to feed my family now!

         
         For the first time, the entire world is in the same situation. We all have to figure out what we are going to do next. And
            how will we do it? And how will we succeed at it?
         

         
         How will we find freedom so that nobody can tell us what to do?

         
         How can we master something so we feel the respect of our peers, so we make money, so we can appreciate the nuances of whatever
            our passion and purpose are?
         

         
         How can we relax enough to enjoy time with our friends, our family, our community?

         
         Is it too much to ask?

         
         For the first time in the history of the human species, the entire globe came together to focus on a single purpose—dealing
            with a pandemic. But just as easily as the world came together, it also fell apart. We were left on our own to figure out
            what we love, how we can get better, how we can help, how we can be safe, how we can thrive.
         

         
         But now what?

         
         We have to rebuild an economy that was put on life support, a society that was gripped with fears, and each of us as individuals
            who needed to learn how to deal with massive amounts of uncertainty. Life wasn’t meant for us to live by someone else’s playbook.
            We need to call the plays.
         

         
         Many of us will have to skip the line.

         
         *  *  *

         The human brain loathes uncertainty.

         
         When one of our ancient ancestors was walking by a bush and suddenly the leaves on the bush started to rustle, our paleo grandpa
            would either assume it was just wind rustling through the leaves . . . or a lion waiting to pounce and feast.
         

         
         The human was uncertain! So cortisol would spike, triggering a flight instinct, and our ancestor would run away from the perceived danger. The paleo people who did not run are not our ancestors for a reason. One in a thousand times, they got eaten . . . until the people who didn’t mind uncertainty no longer existed. 

         
         We have a fear of uncertainty baked into our genes. The strands of DNA that survived in us, that evolved in us, express that
            stark naked fear of uncertainty.
         

         
         A modern example of this is the stock market. Often it doesn’t matter if the news is bad or good, the stock market will go
            up. But if the news is uncertain, the market will crash. The stock market is a great barometer of the level of uncertainty in the world. If Apple says, “Our
            earnings will be down,” the stock of Apple may or may not go up or down. But if Apple says, “We don’t know what our earnings
            will be,” its stock will certainly crash.
         

         
         But society has evolved faster than humans. We no longer move around in tribes of thirty where we know everyone in the tribe.
            We no longer move around in larger groups of 150 where, even if we don’t know someone intimately, at least we know someone
            in the group who does. The invention of gossip was incredibly useful in determining if someone was trustworthy enough to go
            hunting with.
         

         
         And we kept evolving to more complex and disparate organizations. We formed villages, then cities, then city-states, then
            kingdoms, then empires, then religions wrapping a single belief system around billions of people.
         

         
         Life became complex.

         
         As primates, when we are in a tribe of thirty, we’re in a hierarchy, a line from alpha to omega and everything in between.
            Every chimpanzee knows exactly where they stand in the hierarchy. The alpha male has benefits: sex with all the females, a
            place to sleep in the center of the tribe to get the most protection, the pick of the food.
         

         
         But the omega doesn’t have it so bad either. The alpha always has to protect his position and fight to maintain it. The omega has less food and has to sleep on the fringes of the group, but he also doesn’t have to spend his days and nights fighting to maintain his position. 

         
         Humans don’t have just one tribe but multiple tribes and multiple hierarchies we can belong to or contend with. Where you
            stand in the hierarchy—how close you are to the top—determines your pay, your responsibilities, even who your friends are
            and your potential to attract a spouse. Titles, rankings, and other trappings of success become the all-important measure
            of your worth and your potential.
         

         
         Are you the junior system programmer? Or are you a manager, director, VP, senior VP, executive VP, chief operating officer,
            or chief executive officer?
         

         
         If you are a tennis player, where are you in the rankings? If you are a golfer, what’s your handicap?

         
         If you write books, how many did you sell? Or what awards have you won?

         
         It used to be if you were kicked out of the tribe, you would die. There was no other tribe to go to. You’d have to wander
            into the jungle and hope for the best, but sooner or later you would be eaten. Obviously the stakes are lower now in the modern
            world, but our instincts to fit in and stay in line are still intact. When it seems like we are going to lose our status in
            the tribe, several neurochemicals kick in that cause an enormous amount of stress. Cortisol triggers the fight-or-flight response.
            And tachykinin is triggered when we experience or fear isolation. Both are related to our safety within the tribe. Less safety
            means more of those bad neurochemicals and more stress.
         

         
         Other neurochemicals trigger a greater feeling of happiness, but they are not “happy chemicals” as we normally think about
            them. It’s not just about our internal happiness. These neurochemicals are specifically related to where we rank in the tribe.
         

         
         Dopamine is triggered when a reward is in sight. When we see food and we are about to get it, dopamine tells our brain that
            if we get that food, our ranking in the tribe might go higher, so it feels good enough for us to take some risks and climb
            the tree and get that food.
         

         
         Serotonin is triggered when we have the food: when we have status in the tribe so that we know we will eat and we feel safe.
            Despite serotonin being a brain chemical, 90 percent of it is made in the gut. Humans eat better when their rank in the tribe
            is safe.
         

         
         And oxytocin is triggered when we feel the bonds of friendship and love in the tribe: when we do service for others, when
            we feel gratitude, when we love someone who loves us back. Again, this inspires us to be the best person we can be because
            when oxytocin is triggered, yes we feel happy, but we are also further securing our position in the tribe.
         

         
         So the urge to get in line is strong and deep.

         
         But now we don’t have just one tribe. We have many. There’s our work tribe, our family tribe, the various tribes related to
            our hobbies. Are we in line for a promotion at work? Does our spouse love us? Are we beating our friends at the golf club?
         

         
         And then when we are kicked out of a tribe (when we lose a job, get divorced, have a bad day of golf at the club, bomb performing
            stand-up comedy), we feel a sense of panic. An ancient panic.
         

         
         Uncertainty creeps in . . . which triggers stress.

         
         And staring at computer screens all day with a steady stream of bad news, angry emails, and social media skirmishes coming
            at us only makes it worse.
         

         
         We start to have this low, simmering, never-ending trigger of fight-or-flight.

         
         And it gets worse when the world falls apart, as it seems to do with increasing regularity every decade. September 11 was bad. The 2008 financial crisis threatened the economy of the entire planet. And the coronavirus was . . . I don’t know—it was either going to kill us all or kill the entire economy and bring us to a state of total Mad Max anarchy. 

         
         Living with uncertainty has become critical to success.

         
         During these times of crisis, everyone tunes into the news. They are trying to find some certainty, some piece of information
            that can help them calm down and say, “Phew. OK, I can see the light at the end of the tunnel.”
         

         
         But sometimes that light’s not there. Will this crisis mean my job is lost? My career? My hobbies? My routine?

         
         We may have to switch tribes if we have to change careers or jobs, or move, or leave our families, or suffer a loss. We may
            have to start at the bottom of a new hierarchy all over again. How long will it take us to climb back up to where we were
            before? Why can’t we just start at the top?
         

         
         “You can’t do that!”

         
         You can’t just step into a new tribe and become the alpha!

         
         But maybe you can.

         
         I’ve been forced to switch jobs, careers, interests, purpose, and skills so many times I’ve made it a personal mission to
            get good at getting good as fast as possible.
         

         
         I didn’t want to wait 10,000 hours. But I didn’t want to take shortcuts either. There’s no way to cheat the system. But there
            are methods for skipping the line, for achieving what you need to achieve using the techniques that I’ve painfully had to
            go through again and again.
         

         
         Every time there’s a crisis, either societal or personal, people start talking about the “new normal.”

         
         As if everything that was normal before is now going to completely change. What will that new normal look like? What will
            happen?
         

         
         The key to skipping the line is to constantly live in the world of “not knowing.” To constantly be curious but not threatened by what’s next. To live in the world where everyone else is scared but you are so comfortable with the land of not knowing that you can still navigate the rough waters. 

         
         Not only do you navigate these waters, but you become a beacon. It’s foggy outside. Many people—some old friends, some new
            friends—are trying to find their way to shore on this foggy and windy and rainy night. You are the beacon and the lights are
            on. You help them to shore.
         

         
         This is not the end of the line. This is the beginning.
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