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Dedication
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To my teachers, with gratitude.
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Beloved,

[image: image]


I don’t know when these teachings will reach you, but reach you they will, in their good time, such are the rules of this round world. One thing I know, I’ll be long gone and many centuries will pass before you are born, you, my star, my destiny, my wonder. 

I have so many things to teach you and wish I could be there with you, but it doesn’t really matter, we’re all immortal, our kind, we never leave, we never die, we stay behind the ebbs and flows of the world to keep watch, to guide and to listen. 

I was born before the rise of the cathedrals, before the monuments of Egypt, before the age of reason. I was born many times, in many forms, although I’m sentimental and often return to a variation of my current one, and I will be born again some day, many centuries from now, as you. It is to you that I write this letter, my guidance for your life, filled with undying love and all the wisdom I accumulated over my many lives of learning. 

Don’t be afraid, my sweet, my precious jewel! There is nothing to be afraid in this world. Don’t you know that it is your playground, your laboratory? Everything around you is for you, the world is for you to fashion and enjoy. You don’t believe me!

Where should I start? This lifetime is as good a start as any. I was born with hands blessed by the angels with the gift to bring forth beauty. These hands of mine birthed many things into this world, spiritual children of sorts, works of art, books of poetry, knowledge of science and strength of building. If there is a wish every parent holds dear is for their children to thrive and be around for many generations and I was so blessed in my spiritual children, the fates have smiled upon me. I see they’re still around after all this time so you can meet them too. You may wonder how I get to know all this, since I died a long time ago. You see, one of the lessons I have yet to teach you is the variable nature of time. 

The cycle of my life, of this life, is about to end and before I embark on a new journey, in a new form, I wanted to make sure the revelations of this life would not get lost on my many future selves. 

Few people get to experience meeting themselves through time and fewer still are fated to love that future self with such elation, with such self abandon as I have you. 

I have to believe that there are no accidents in this world, that things happen for a reason, and that this soul of mine, with all of its passion and daring, got to see its reflection in you, defying centuries, one heart beating in two bodies. 

I know you don’t remember me now; you haven’t even met me yet, and when you do, I will be an old man, like the man I am now. You would have already read these writings by then and you’ll see me as a teacher, but whenever I tell you the truth you won’t believe it, and that is my curse. Maybe you will find it easier to accept if it comes in your own handwriting, five hundred years old by the time you discover it, and maybe having to read it in a locked archive room and touch it with gloved fingers will make it feel more valuable to you and more worthy of your trust, but it is the same me, my love. It’s always the same me.

I’m not at ease talking about such things, but they were things that needed to be said before we start. 

Devotedly yours,

[And here the manuscript ends, with an indecipherable sigil, a signature of sorts, that seems to have been subjected to moisture. 

The water stain damaged almost its entire surface, making it impossible to recover, and the wax seal on the other side of the paper, coincidentally placed in the same spot, prevented the preservation specialists from retrieving any other information. 

The seal is a rose, a rather common symbol for the time when the manuscript originated, and has no characteristic features that would allow us to identify its owner.

The manuscript was deemed apocryphal, however we placed its origin somewhere around the beginning of the sixteenth century.]  
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Lesson One – The Round World
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MEGA-PUZZLE
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A life-sized construct (game, toy, or problem), designed to test ingenuity or knowledge[i]

To start your instruction, what is life? 

Life is a giant puzzle made of pieces you can see and pieces you can’t see, and the more pieces you can fit together, the better your understanding of life and the more you can do. 

The mistake most people make is trying to solve the puzzle only with the pieces they can see, no wonder nobody ever figures things out. 

When architects design a building, they draw plans. Flat sheets of paper on which they describe what you can see at a certain level. Nobody in their right mind would try to make a building out of floor plans, like a finger thin stack of pancakes smothering each other. It is implied that things happen between those levels, things that are not described in the plans. 

If the details of the design are outside of the ordinary nature of construction, they may be depicted on facades and rendered in perspectives, but most often than not the builder and the architect fall back on the mutual and unspoken understanding of how things are usually done. 

They both understand that there are walls between the levels, and the walls need support and reinforcement. They both understand that a circle is not a plate, but a tall column, and that a gap in the wall is a window and not a full height hole.

The same thing happens when we solve this giant puzzle we call life. 

We need to fall back on the unspoken knowledge of how things evolve, for instance, that there is a time gap between the origination of an action and its visible consequences in the world, or the rule of critical mass, which pushes an event past the point of no return for good or for ill just because of the massive levels of pressure that various components of society bear upon it together at precisely the right time.

Can you please stop fidgeting, you’re a grown woman for God’s sake! Do you need to take a break or something? We just started!

[We could not establish what the last paragraph refers to, it seems to be out of context and there is a possibility the author added it later, for reasons unknown. 

The ink for this portion of the writing is slightly darker than that of the rest of the manuscript, but that may be a consequence of the increased pressure on the quill.]

I would like to present to you the few rules I could glean about the unseen world. These rules have served me well in my life, unfortunately everybody’s unseen pieces of the puzzle are personal and unique, and my examples are just that, examples, use them as guides for the kinds of things to look for, nothing more. Don’t take them at face value.

All things come from the invisible side of life. All things. Some people interpret this to mean that all things come from nothing. This couldn’t be farther from the truth. All things come from the unseen and when they disappear they go back to the unseen, so, you see, my child, nothing is ever lost and nobody ever dies. It’s all been there in the unseen forever, its contents just touch down every now and then to meddle in our world. Whenever life gets stuck in an impossible circumstance or flips on you in ways that reason can not explain, take that as a sign that there is an invisible piece that must fit in that space. Is this good or bad? Neither better nor worse than the visible pieces of the puzzle you need to fit together. You use them because they are the only pieces that fit in that space. They are not about good or bad; they are about putting the puzzle together. The fact that you can’t see the invisible pieces just adds a layer of discomfort to the mix, that’s all.

You can’t win at any game if you don’t know what winning the game means. In this case, winning the game means solving the puzzle. It doesn’t mean stockpiling as many visible pieces of a particular kind you can get your hands on, or making sure that a specific color or pattern dominates, or trying to reshape pieces of the puzzle that belong to other corners to make them fit into your vacant space in the present moment. Your knowledge sets your mindset, you are the master of your game. That means that sometimes you learn to accept that some pieces just don’t fit.

Unlike in an ordinary puzzle, here time matters. Some pieces that do not fit now will slide into place with incredible ease later. If life gives you a puzzle piece, it’s part of the puzzle. Don’t discard it because its timing is wrong.

Accept what you don’t know. If you are not a master builder, you won’t understand that some information is missing from the plans because it’s implied. For instance, every opening has a header, there is a bond beam at the top of the wall, flooring has thickness. You will not find this information in your plans. Don’t blame the plans. Don’t blame yourself either. For some things you can get help, some you can learn on your own, and some you will never figure out, because you haven’t reached that level of mastery. Those things will be passed down to future yous.

Speaking of the future, I have to introduce a truth that is very difficult to comprehend, because there are no examples that come to mind that would demonstrate it, so you must take it on faith: puzzle pieces must work in all directions of time. I have no way to explain it better, so I’ll just leave it at that.

Are you writing things down? I hope you don’t expect to just remember all of this, these are difficult concepts, oh, good, you took notes.

[The authorship versus the penmanship of the document was up for debate for a long time, but in the end most of the experts agreed that the handwriting in the manuscript is not the master’s, but that of one of his pupils, who served as a scribe. 

The paragraph above confirms that theory, despite the arguments of the opposing camp, who maintains that his comment about note taking doesn’t necessarily refer to this work.

There is a confusing level of interaction that permeates the writings, which some experts speculate was simply the result of the scribe’s inability to differentiate between dictation and commentary.]

Some pieces belong only to one level, others have continuity through many levels or even all. The master builder will know which ones those are, but on the plans they all look the same. This is the first thing you have to learn. You can’t advance your construction at all if you can’t get its structure right.

Don’t confuse the scaffolding with the structure itself. The scaffolding will have to come down eventually, it’s not supposed to stay there forever. 

Some pieces are there just for information, others are actual pieces of the puzzle. 

After you garner a certain level of sophistication, it won’t be difficult for you to tell them apart.

If people insist on retrieving puzzle pieces for you without your asking, avoid them like the plague. 

There is a very simple reason for that: your puzzle pieces have meanings that are deeply personal and hold information for you alone and to which other people don’t have access. Picture a blindfolded person trying to help you cross the street. 

You can guess the outlines of your pattern as soon as a critical set of pieces comes together. You spend the rest of the game in the enjoyment of filling in the blanks with detail. Don’t quit because you solved your puzzle, finish your puzzle.

There must be a law of reality that as soon as you are certain beyond a doubt that a specific piece is the correct one, you’ll be proven wrong. This game seems to favor those who are no longer sure of anything.

Eventually, if you become a master builder, you will see your building completed, and it will be glorious, and larger than life, and no longer yours. You will feel slighted by that, but you can’t deny your spiritual child, the work of your hands, the right to stand on its own. You brought it into the world, now it is not your responsibility anymore. The puzzle of your life works the same way. Don’t linger around the already completed corners. They are done.

Are you tired? We covered a lot of ground here, maybe we should take a break. 

[The ink intensity and the slant of the quill seem to indicate that some time had elapsed between the writing of this paragraph and that of the next, but it is hard to estimate whether that meant minutes, hours or days. 

We believe these semi-formal lectures spanned years during which there were frequent interruptions, and the reasons for the time lapses remain unknown. 

Some experts even speculated that the manuscript was copied to reorganize concepts originally presented out of sequence, so that the reader wouldn’t get trapped in the logical disconnect of continuity errors.]

So, you’ve been asking me why on earth are we bothering to figure out these rules? There is a short answer and a long answer to this. The short answer is that your life depends on it. Literally.

The long answer is that learning to recognize these principles takes decades, even lifetimes, during which you struggle with trial and error, throwing darts at the board blindly and wondering why your life doesn’t work out. 

Life doesn’t work out when you don’t understand its underlying structure, and by the time you gain enough knowledge about it you’re only left with enough time to look back at all the things you should have done better, but for which it’s now too late. 

For instance, I spent thirty years trying to figure out what winning the game meant, just because I was too busy playing it and too emotionally invested in its minutia to distance myself from it so I could see its details. 

Sometimes you can’t see all the details ahead of time anyway, but it’s still worth a try.

You can’t understand your life until you learn to see it with someone else’s eyes, someone who doesn’t care about it all that much. 

Another thing you asked me is if this is so important, how come you haven’t heard it before. The answer is I’m sure you have, but you didn’t understand it. If you think back, you’ll find all the instances when wisdom was presented to you. We can’t see or hear the things we cannot understand, it is as simple as that. What does it take to understand them? I don’t know. People give this threshold in our life all sorts of fancy names, like awakening, or becoming enlightened, but it’s not like that at all, it’s not like school, where you learn arithmetic over the course of a whole year and at the end of it you can add and multiply. You go to bed blind one night and wake up with the sun shining in your eyes the next morning, and it is often a very unpleasant experience.

Why did I pick the puzzle as a metaphor? As opposed to what? What would you have picked? No, I’m serious, think about that. Well, I guess creating a musical composition would work too. I picked puzzle pieces because they all look more or less the same in a pile; they don’t come with labels and they make no sense individually, but only as a part of the larger design. You can create whatever metaphor you like for yourself. You can create your own rules. In fact, you sort of have to, otherwise your game will be chaotic and outside of your control.

Are there any books written about this? The answer might surprise you: all the books that were ever written were written about this. Also all the music, all the arts, all of philosophy, a significant portion of religion and most of the science. You can just go to the library, pick a book off the shelf at random and it will be about this. You may try it sometimes, it’s a good exercise. We are in a library after all.

[We set up an experiment based on the suggestion above, which yielded abnormally high levels of correlation between randomly selected reading material and the subject of the well-examined life. 

The team couldn’t determine a causal relationship, but had to concede to an unusually high clustering of coincidences. 

We discontinued the experiment after the third year, for lack of practical applications.

There was also a concern about the experiment affecting crew morale, since some team members claimed to have developed mild forms of obsessive-compulsive disorder as a result, allegations we subsequently disproved.

All the pages of the manuscript have been authenticated and their historical period was confirmed. 

We are not trying to find explanations for the use of modern verbal structures and recent vocabulary words inside it, nor do we wish to speculate on the master’s hint at time variability, for which we have no evidence.

Portions of the manuscript have been acid tested some time during the last century, and as a result the writing had turned blurry in places, though still readable. 

We have not reached any conclusions whether the master also considered more conventional organizing systems for structuring his ontology, based on geometrical patterns, logical trees or grammar. 

The fact that he chose to model reality after a game was considered controversial by many thinkers during the early decades, but the game model has gained broader acceptance in recent years. 

There are still some who question the use a parlor game as a metaphor for life, arguing it debases its value, engenders a false set of expectations and flouts personal responsibility. 

We have not determined which one of his pupils he was addressing in this document, or even if he was talking to a person or multiple people. 

Considering the questions recorded in the manuscript we assumed that the discussion involved a larger group, rather than just the master and the scribe.

Out of respect for the teacher’s work we have translated it in its entirety and we are presenting it unredacted. We offer no opinion on it, nor should anybody consider it implied.]
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LAYER
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A sheet, quantity or thickness of material, typically one of several, covering a surface or a body

Life is the sum of an almost infinite number of layers that sort out your thoughts, feelings and activities. 

This creates a lot of confusion as life’s level of complexity increases. 

You can usually focus on one or two layers at a time, the ones that come to prominence because of current events, temporary priorities or invisible puzzle pieces coming into play, but never forget that all the layers of your life are always there, and just like in a set of plans, making changes on one layer has consequences in all the others. 

I know, I know, after a while this living layer set gets so complicated you’ll want to throw it away and start over with a blank sheet.

Rejoice! This means you’re finally doing something worthwhile. 

All the things that matter, all the things that are consequential in the long run are always complicated. 

The really consequential ones are usually too complicated to tackle alone.

How do you handle an existence where working out one detail in one category can undo a lifetime of hard work in every other aspect of your life? 

Think of it as juggling plates: you add complexity one plate at the time and stop adding more until you’ve mastered the lot you already have spinning in the air. Also, there is a maximum number of plates you can keep spinning in the air, even at the peak of your mastery. We all have limitations, only God has infinite capacity.

Let’s take the example of a timepiece. The simple ones have only one task: to tell the time of day. For that they need two arms, the hour and the minutes, right? No, don’t look at your watch, I know it tells time. So, the simplest ones have two hands. After that we can add complications: a hand for seconds, a dial for days, a fixture for the phases of the moon, a barometer, the current time in other places, you name it. You can add complications to this watch until it becomes too sophisticated to be of use, but none of those complications are worth anything if they interfere with the most basic function of your timepiece, which is to tell time.

There is a fine line between having a complex level of understanding and being insane.

It doesn’t matter how extraordinary your capacity is in any aspect of your life if you are for any reason unable to use it because of deficiencies in your most basic function. Look at life with a dispassionate eye and you’ll see that all the problems people can’t overcome are usually at the most basic level: health, wherewithal, relationships, freedom. You are then the dancer who can’t hear, the painter whose hands are tied behind his back, the singer who can’t stop crying. Are you following me? Just because, for instance, having a voice is something everybody takes for granted, it doesn’t mean you don’t have to protect yours, especially if your gift requires a voice to be expressed. The things you take for granted are always your undoing. 

You will think this example obvious, but in reality, in the thick interacting layer stack, it isn’t so at all, and things that didn’t seem to matter under regular circumstances suddenly become a major handicap when the level of complexity rises. 

It can be anything: your agreeableness, your level of energy, your lineage, how quick you are. 

Some people, when they reach this point, are eager to transform themselves, they wipe out any traits they deem questionable so they can fit into their role, and with that they destroy the very essence which brought them to prominence, because, remember what I said? All the layers act upon each other, all the time. 

It is a very precise balance, and one that is even harder to maintain when challenges arise, as they will, if you’ve proved yourself worthy, and once they arise, they keep coming, and they get more difficult and more refined every time you overcome them. 

You should take that as a compliment, as a gauge of your level of accomplishment, although I assure you that nobody does.

Let’s take a break, I’m tired. We’ll continue after lunch.

[The time between this writing and the one that followed seems
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