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  For my father, whose departure from my life began a silence I spent decades trying to fill with forced smiles.

For my mother and sister, for whom I “stayed strong” until I became a hollow shell.

And most importantly, for you—the performer, the “successful” engineer of a life you don’t recognize, and the one tired of being told to “stay positive” while you are drowning.
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  Preface



This is the second book in a series that started with a simple, uncomfortable truth: toxic positivity nearly killed me.

Book 1 (“Stop Staying Positive”) introduced you to the problem—“good vibes only” culture creates depression through suppression—and gave you the Mirror Fish framework for understanding your emotions.

This book is about time.

Specifically, how toxic positivity lies about both your future and your past:

About your future: “Just visualize success! Think positive and it will happen!”

About your past: “No regrets! Let it go! Don’t dwell!”

Both are lies. And both prevent you from achieving what you actually want.

The truth is strategic negative thinking works better than positive thinking. Research proves it. My life proves it.

For your future: Imagining obstacles and preparing for them (mental contrasting, defensive pessimism) produces better results than pure positive visualization.

For your past: Processing regrets and extracting lessons drives growth in ways that “no regrets” suppression never can.

This book gives you both frameworks.

Part One teaches you WOOP (mental contrasting) and defensive pessimism for planning your future strategically.

Part Two teaches you productive regret processing for learning from your past effectively.

Together, they create a complete system for thinking strategically through time—backward to learn, forward to prepare.

I used these frameworks to:

Write this book series (WOOP kept me going through obstacles) Escape depression (regret processing changed behaviors) Build sustainable life (defensive pessimism prevents crises) Transform pain into purpose (regrets became teachers) You can use them for whatever matters to you.

The research is solid. The frameworks are tested. The examples are real.

Just don’t expect “The Secret” style manifestation or “live with no regrets” platitudes.

This is strategic negative thinking—using negative emotions and realistic planning to achieve better outcomes than toxic positivity ever could.

Ready?

Let’s think strategically about time.
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Why Mental Contrasting Beats Positive Thinking Every Time


“A goal without a plan is just a wish.”

— Antoine de Saint-Exupéry




Let me tell you about the year I tried positive visualization.

I was in my early twenties. Struggling. Depressed without knowing I was depressed. Performing extroversion despite being introverted. I was completely lost about what to do with my life.

Someone gave me “The Secret.”

You know the book. This is the one that promises you can manifest anything through positive thinking. Visualize what you want. Feel it as if it’s already happened. The universe will deliver it.

I tried everything:

Vision boards with pictures of my “dream life.” Daily affirmations. Visualization exercises where I imagined having already achieved my goals. Gratitude journals for things I didn’t have yet (as if I already had them).

I visualized getting a great job. I felt the emotions of already having it. I have thanked the universe in advance before anything happens.

And then I applied for jobs.

I failed. Repeatedly.

Not because I wasn’t qualified. But I was completely unprepared for the actual challenges.

In interviews, when they asked, “What obstacles do you anticipate?” I had no answer. I’d only visualized success, not problems.

When they asked, “How would you handle X difficult situation?” I stumbled. I’d only imagined things going perfectly.

I’d spent so much time visualizing the outcome that I hadn’t prepared for the process.

Positive visualization didn’t just fail to help me. It actively hurt my chances.
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“Before I can live with other people I’ve got to live with myself. The one thing that doesn’t abide by majority rule is a person’s conscience.”

— Atticus Finch, To Kill a Mockingbird




I knew a man who believed in vision boards.

Not casually—deeply. The way some people believe in prayer or hard work or destiny.

He was a colleague, someone I’d see at project sites occasionally. Mid-thirties. Intelligent. Capable engineer when he focused.

But he was always chasing something bigger.

One day, during a lunch break at a water treatment site in Gujarat, he showed me his phone. Opened a photo album. Started scrolling through images.

A luxury car. A beachfront house. A woman who looked like a Bollywood actress. Abs. A passport stamped with exotic locations. A corner office with floor-to-ceiling windows.

“This is my vision board,” he said, proud. “I look at it every morning and night. I visualize having all of this. I can feel it. The universe is aligning.”

I asked: “What are you doing to get these things?”

He looked confused. “I’m visualizing them. That’s how manifestation works. You attract what you think about.”

“But what actions are you taking?”

“The visualization IS the action. Once my energy is aligned, opportunities will come.”

The Years That Followed

I saw him periodically over the next three years. Different sites. Different cities. Same conversations over chai.

Each time, the vision board got more elaborate. He’d added new images. A specific model of car. A villa in Goa. A six-pack that would put Bollywood heroes to shame.

He’d talk about “manifesting abundance” and “raising his vibration” and “trusting the universe.”

And each time, when I asked what practical steps he was taking, the answer was the same: “I’m working on my inner alignment first. The outer world will follow.”

Three years later, here’s what had changed in his actual life:

Nothing.

Same job. Same salary. Same small apartment in Mumbai’s suburbs. Same body. Same relationship status (single, hoping to “manifest” the right woman). Same life.

The vision board had grown. The reality hadn’t.

The Man Who Didn’t Visualize

Around the same time, I knew another engineer. Quiet. Methodical. Not particularly inspiring or charismatic.

He wanted to move to Dubai for better opportunities. Higher salary. Experience working on international projects.

No vision board. No manifestation. No “aligning his energy.”

Instead, he made a plan:


	Researched which companies in Dubai needed his expertise

	Updated his CV with specific projects that would appeal to Dubai market

	Got certification in a specialized water treatment technology common in Middle East

	Connected with recruiters on LinkedIn

	Applied to 50+ positions

	Prepared for technical interviews by reviewing common questions

	Saved money for potential relocation costs

	Learned basic Arabic phrases




It took him eighteen months. Fifty applications. Multiple rejections. Countless hours of preparation.

And then he got an offer.

He’s in Dubai now. Better salary. International experience. Actually living the life the first guy was “manifesting.”

What I Learned About Visualization

I’m an engineer. I build systems for treating water. I understand processes, calculations, testing, iteration.

If I told my clients: “Don’t worry about the water treatment plant design. I’m visualizing clean water. I’m manifesting a functioning system. I’m aligning my energy with purification.”

They’d fire me immediately.

Because engineering doesn’t work on visualization. It works on:


	Accurate problem assessment

	Calculation of required resources

	Identification of failure points

	Planning for contingencies

	Testing and iteration

	Actual construction




Life is no different.

You can visualize a house all you want. But houses require architecture, materials, labor, money, and time.

You can visualize fitness all you want. But fitness requires nutrition, exercise, rest, consistency, and months of effort.

You can visualize wealth all you want. But wealth requires skills, work, investments, risk management, and often years of building.

Visualization without action is just daydreaming.

When People Told Me to Visualize

During my darkest period—the black and grey Mirror Fish years(this topic I cover in my previous book “Stop Staying Positive”)—people meant well when they gave me advice.

“Just visualize yourself being happy!”

“Imagine your life five years from now. See yourself successful, confident, at peace.”

“Picture your ideal day. What does it look like? Feel like? Hold onto that vision.”

“Manifest the life you want. The universe responds to your thoughts.”

I tried it. Of course I tried it.

I’d lie in my hotel room after another exhausting day of performing extrovert. Close my eyes. Try to imagine myself happy.

And you know what happened?

The gap between the vision and reality made me feel worse.

I’d visualize being genuinely social, enjoying conversations, feeling energized by people. Then I’d open my eyes and remember: I’m an introvert performing extrovert and it’s killing me.

I’d visualize being free from anxiety. Then I’d feel my heart rate spike and remember: I had a panic attack two nights ago and told no one.

I’d visualize feeling at peace




What Actually Worked










The Dangerous Comfort of Visualization












The Self-Help Industry’s Lie









	Writing the book (work)

	Marketing aggressively (work)

	Building a platform (work)

	Understanding their audience (research)

	Creating compelling content (skill)

	Managing finances (planning)








The Math That Doesn’t Lie









What This Chapter Is About



























