
Table of Contents

Dopamine On Demand

PREFACE

INTRODUCTION

PART 1 — THE MACHINE | Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

PART 2 — YOU | Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

PART 3 — THE INDUSTRY | Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

PART 4 — NOW WHAT | Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

EPILOGUE

About the Author


DOPAMINE ON DEMAND

Why You're Addicted to an Algorithm and What It's Actually Costing You

KARMEN-ITA

A te che sei sempre presente anche se non fisicamente ma con la tua energia che mi aiuta ad andare avanti.

Ti voglio un bene immenso. 

Ciao Mamma.

––––––––
[image: ]


© 2026 KARMEN-ITA ALL rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author.

Text and illustrations: Karmen-ita

Jurisdiction: For any dispute relating to this book, the Italian court shall have exclusive jurisdiction. Italian law applies.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PREFACE


[image: ]


At some point in the last decade, without a meeting, without a vote, without anyone particularly noticing that a decision was being made, attention became the most valuable commodity on earth.

Not oil. Not data, despite what you have been told about data. Attention — the raw, finite, irreplaceable capacity of a human mind to be present to something. The thing you are doing right now, reading these words, is the thing that an entire industry has spent the last twenty years learning to capture, hold, and sell. The industry is very good at it. You are, in all likelihood, less good at defending against it than you think you are, and the gap between how good you think you are and how good you actually are is precisely the gap that the industry lives in.

This book began, as most books do, with a question that would not go away. The question was not particularly original — versions of it had been asked by researchers, journalists, and former platform employees with enough regularity that the asking of it had become its own genre, complete with its own conventions and its own blind spots. The question was: what is this actually doing to us? Not in the abstract, not in the aggregate, not in the peer-reviewed literature that most people will never read — but concretely, specifically, in the texture of daily life, in the quality of attention available for the things that matter, in the shape of a day lived inside a system that was designed, with extraordinary sophistication, to make the day's shape its own rather than yours.

The answer, it turns out, is more interesting than the question. It is also more uncomfortable, more structural, and more difficult to act on than the genre of concerned books about technology tends to acknowledge — because the genre, for all its genuine insight, has a weakness that this book has tried to address. The weakness is that it treats the problem as primarily a personal one: a failure of willpower, a deficit of mindfulness, a habit that can be corrected by the right combination of awareness and discipline. The research does not support this framing. The research supports a different one, and the different one is less flattering to the system and more useful to the person trying to navigate it.

The system is not a neutral tool that some people use badly. It is an engineered environment, built by some of the most talented behavioral scientists and engineers of the last generation, optimized continuously against the specific psychological vulnerabilities of the people inside it, and funded by a business model that requires your attention to be captured rather than offered. Understanding the system is the prerequisite for navigating it, and navigating it is the prerequisite for anything else — for the quality of attention that work requires, that relationships require, that the project of living a life that is recognizably your own requires.

This book is not a detox manual. It is not a case for throwing your phone into the nearest body of water, retreating from the digital world, or adopting the aesthetic of someone who has decided that the nineteenth century had it right. The digital world contains genuine value — genuine connection, genuine information, genuine tools for genuine purposes — and the argument is not against the tools but against the specific conditions under which the tools have been deployed, the specific business model that has shaped their design, and the specific consequences of that design for the people who use them, which is to say for almost everyone alive today in any society with reliable internet access.

What this book is, is an attempt to make the invisible visible — to describe, as clearly and honestly as the evidence allows, what the attention economy is, how it works, what it has cost, and what, concretely and realistically, can be done about it. Not everything. Not enough. Something — and something, honestly described, is more useful than everything, dishonestly promised.

The title is not a metaphor. Dopamine on demand is the product. You are the delivery mechanism. The algorithm is the dealer, and the dealer, as dealers tend to be, is not particularly interested in your long-term wellbeing.

By the time you finish this, you will understand exactly why. And understanding exactly why is where everything else begins.
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You're not distracted. You're farmed.

Picture this. You pick up your phone to check one thing — a message, the weather, nothing important. You unlock it. You scroll for a second. And then, somewhere between a video of a dog failing to catch a frisbee and an ad for shoes you looked at three days ago, forty-seven minutes disappear. Just like that. Gone. No memory of where they went, no particular reason you stayed, no moment where you consciously decided to keep going.

You probably blamed yourself. Most people do. They call it laziness, lack of discipline, weak willpower. They download productivity apps — which, ironically, live on the same device that just swallowed their afternoon — and they promise themselves they'll be better tomorrow.

Here's the thing: willpower has nothing to do with it.

What happened to those forty-seven minutes wasn't an accident. It wasn't a character flaw. It was the result of thousands of hours of engineering, hundreds of millions of dollars in research, and some of the most sophisticated behavioral science ever applied to a consumer product. The people who built the apps on your phone are not hoping you'll get distracted. They are designing for it, measuring it, optimizing it, and celebrating when the numbers go up.

Distraction used to be something that happened to you. Now it's something that's done to you. There's a difference — and that difference is worth understanding.

There's a word that keeps coming up when people talk about social media, apps, and screens: user. You are a user. The platform serves its users. The experience is designed for the user.

It's a comfortable word. It implies agency. It implies that you showed up, you chose to be there, and the service exists to meet your needs. It's also, in a very specific and measurable sense, wrong.

You are not the user. You are the resource.

The actual customers of these platforms — the ones who pay, the ones whose satisfaction is tracked in quarterly reports, the ones whose needs are genuinely optimized for — are the advertisers. You are what they're buying access to. Your attention, your time, your behavioral patterns, your moments of boredom and loneliness and curiosity — these are the product being packaged and sold, at scale, every second of every day.

This is not a conspiracy theory. It's a business model. It's written in the annual reports, discussed in investor calls, and taught in business schools. The only place it isn't discussed much is with you — which, if you think about it, makes perfect sense.

This book won't tell you to delete your apps, move to the countryside, or rediscover the joy of reading physical newspapers. It won't offer you a detox plan or a morning routine or a list of affirmations to recite while your phone charges in another room. What it will do is show you exactly how the machine works — the engineering, the psychology, the economics, and the incentives — so that whatever you decide to do with that information is actually your decision.

For once.
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How the attention economy was built and by whom

Before the internet decided it owned your brain, someone else was already trying to get there first.

It was the advertisers. They'd been at it for decades — buying space in newspapers, paying for thirty-second slots between television programs, sponsoring radio shows that millions of people listened to while doing the dishes. The logic was simple and hadn't changed much since the first merchant hung a sign outside a shop: if you can get someone to look at you long enough, you can probably sell them something. The medium changed. The ambition didn't.

In the golden age of broadcast television, the networks had turned this into an art form. The entire structure of commercial programming — the cliffhangers engineered to keep you through the ad break, the laugh tracks calibrated to make you feel part of a crowd, the shows designed to flow seamlessly into the next show without a single second of dead air — was built around one goal: keeping you on the couch long enough to watch the commercials. They called it "appointment television." What they meant was: we've built a reason for you to be here at this exact time, and we'd very much like you to stay. The shows weren't the product. The shows were the bait. You were the product, delivered punctually to the advertisers every Tuesday night at nine, reliable as a Swiss watch and about as aware of what was happening to you.

Madison Avenue — the street in New York that became shorthand for the entire American advertising industry — spent the better part of the twentieth century perfecting the science of persuasion. They hired psychologists. They ran focus groups. They tested which colors made people feel hungry, which words made people feel safe, which images made people feel inadequate enough to buy something that promised to fix them. This was not a secret. It was a profession, practiced openly, celebrated in trade magazines, and taught in business schools. The only people who weren't particularly informed about it were the ones it was being practiced on.

The problem, for the advertisers, was always scarcity. There were only so many newspapers, only so many prime-time slots, only so many billboards on the highway between the city and the suburbs. Attention was valuable precisely because access to it was limited. You had to compete for it, pay for it, and then guess — and it was mostly guessing — whether the people who saw your ad were actually the kind of people who might buy your product. You bought a full-page spread in a magazine that reached three million readers and hoped that somewhere in those three million there were enough potential customers to justify the expense. Sometimes there were. Often there weren't. The industry called this "waste" and accepted it as an unavoidable cost of doing business.

Then, in the 1970s, an economist named Herbert Simon wrote something that at the time probably seemed more like an academic footnote than a prophecy. He observed that a world rich in information necessarily creates a world poor in something else — the attention of the people trying to process it. Information consumes attention. And attention, therefore, is the scarce resource worth fighting over. The more information available, the more valuable a single focused moment of human concentration becomes. It was a clean, elegant idea. It sat in academic journals for years, largely undisturbed, while the world slowly built the infrastructure that would make it worth billions.

That infrastructure was the internet. And when it arrived, it changed the equation completely.

Suddenly, reach wasn't the problem anymore. Everyone was online. The new question — the only question that mattered — was time. Your time. How much of it could be captured, and held, and converted into revenue. The old scarcity had been about access: how do you get in front of people? The new scarcity was about duration: once you're in front of them, how do you stay there? The advertisers who had spent decades buying thirty-second slots now found themselves in a world where, theoretically, there was no slot. There was just an open connection, always available, always hungry for content, always ready to serve you one more thing before you put the phone down.

The engineers who understood this earliest were not, for the most part, advertising people. They were computer scientists and product designers and recent graduates of Stanford and MIT who had grown up watching the internet take shape and had very clear ideas about what came next. They understood, with a precision that the old Madison Avenue crowd lacked, that the internet didn't have a schedule. There was no prime time. No sign-off. No moment where the screen went dark and nudged you gently toward bed. The internet was always on — which meant that your attention could be pursued at three in the afternoon when you were bored at work, at midnight when you couldn't sleep, at seven in the morning before you'd had coffee, when your critical faculties were at their absolute lowest and you were most likely to keep scrolling without quite knowing why.

All they had to do was build something worth staying for. And then make it free.

The "free" part was not generosity. It was strategy. If you charge people money, you create friction — a moment of decision, a pause, a reason to ask whether this is actually worth it. If you make it free, you remove that pause entirely. People sign up without thinking, because why wouldn't they? It costs nothing. Except, of course, it costs exactly the one thing the platform needs from you: your time and your data and your attention, handed over voluntarily, in exchange for a service that was designed from the beginning to extract far more than it gives back.

This was the deal. It was never written down anywhere you were likely to read it. It was buried in terms of service that nobody reads, encoded in design choices that feel intuitive but aren't, and dressed up in the language of connection and community and bringing the world closer together. It was, by any reasonable measure, one of the most successful business models in human history — and almost nobody saw it coming.

Almost.

The people who built the attention economy were not villains in the traditional sense. They didn't twirl mustaches. They didn't sit in dark rooms laughing about how much of your life they were consuming. Most of them were, by all accounts, genuinely excited about what they were building. They believed — or at least said they believed, which in Silicon Valley amounts to roughly the same thing — that they were connecting humanity, democratizing information, giving a voice to the voiceless. The fact that this noble mission happened to generate hundreds of billions of dollars in advertising revenue was, presumably, a coincidence.

Mark Zuckerberg built Facebook in a Harvard dorm room in 2004, originally as a way for college students to look at each other. Evan Spiegel built Snapchat as a way to send photos that disappeared. Kevin Systrom built Instagram because he liked photography. None of them sat down at the beginning and said: I am going to build a system that will rewire the dopamine pathways of two billion people and sell the resulting behavioral data to the highest bidder. That came later. That came when the investors arrived, and the growth targets arrived, and the quarterly earnings calls arrived, and the only metric that mattered — the only number that determined whether you were winning or losing — was engagement. Time on platform. Daily active users. Sessions per day.

When engagement becomes the only thing that matters, everything else becomes a tool for producing it.

This is where B.F. Skinner enters the story — uninvited, unacknowledged, and more influential than almost anyone in the history of these platforms will publicly admit.

Burrhus Frederic Skinner was an American psychologist who spent much of the mid-twentieth century studying how behavior is shaped by reward. His most famous experiments involved rats and pigeons in boxes — what became known as Skinner boxes — where animals learned to press levers or peck buttons in exchange for food pellets. What Skinner discovered, and documented with meticulous precision, was that the most powerful way to sustain a behavior wasn't to reward it every time. It was to reward it unpredictably. An animal that receives a food pellet every time it presses a lever will press the lever when it's hungry and stop when it's full. An animal that receives a food pellet only sometimes — randomly, without pattern — will press the lever compulsively, far beyond any rational need, because the uncertainty itself becomes the engine of the behavior.

Skinner called this a variable ratio reinforcement schedule. Behavioral scientists call it the most effective mechanism for producing compulsive behavior ever identified in a laboratory setting. The rest of us call it a slot machine.

And the rest of us, it turns out, are using one every time we open our phones.

The pull-to-refresh gesture — that small downward swipe that reloads your feed — was not designed to be convenient. It was designed to be a lever. The uncertainty of what you'll find when the feed refreshes — something interesting, something boring, something that makes you laugh, something that makes you angry, or nothing at all — is not a flaw in the system. It is the system. The variability is the point. Your brain, running on hardware that hasn't changed significantly in a hundred thousand years, responds to that uncertainty exactly the way Skinner's pigeons did. It keeps pressing. It keeps checking. It does this not because you decided to, but because the reward schedule was engineered to make stopping feel harder than continuing.

Aza Raskin, the designer who invented the infinite scroll — that feature that removes the natural stopping point at the bottom of a page and replaces it with an endless stream of content — later estimated that it costs the world about 200,000 hours of human attention every day. He has since become one of the more vocal critics of the design patterns he helped create. "It's as if they took behavioral cocaine," he said in an interview, "and sprinkled it all over the interface." He was not speaking metaphorically.

The interface, in fact, is where most of the real work happens — and it is work, painstaking and deliberate and informed by more psychological research than most people would find comfortable to contemplate. The red notification badge on your app icon was not chosen because red is a cheerful color. Red is an alert color, a danger color, a color the human nervous system is primed to notice and respond to. The number inside the badge — telling you that you have three unread messages, or fourteen new likes, or forty-seven notifications waiting — triggers something that psychologists call the Zeigarnik effect: the brain's tendency to fixate on incomplete tasks. You have notifications. They are unread. Something in your head will not fully rest until you've dealt with them. This is not weakness. This is how human cognition works, and the people who designed that badge knew it.

The sounds matter too. The specific ping of a new message, the whoosh of a sent email, the subtle vibration of a notification — these are not random. They are designed in dedicated audio labs, tested on users, refined over multiple iterations to produce the maximum possible sense of urgency and reward. Some platforms have entire teams whose sole job is to optimize the emotional response to a notification sound. This is a real job. People have business cards that say something adjacent to this. They go to conferences.

And then there are the likes. The small, simple, devastating like button — introduced by Facebook in 2009 and copied by virtually every platform that came after — is perhaps the single most consequential design decision in the history of social media. It turned every post into a small experiment in social validation, with results delivered in real time. You share something. You wait. The numbers go up or they don't. Your nervous system, which evolved in small social groups where approval and rejection had immediate survival consequences, responds to those numbers with a seriousness that is entirely disproportionate to the actual stakes involved. A stranger on the internet double-tapping a photo of your lunch should not, rationally, affect your mood. And yet.

The platforms knew this. They didn't stumble onto it accidentally — they studied it, measured it, and optimized for it with the kind of focus that would be genuinely admirable if it were directed at almost anything else. Former employees have described internal debates about whether to show likes in real time or in batches, whether to display the total count or just the faces of people who reacted, whether certain notification timings produced more return visits than others. These were not philosophical discussions. They were engineering problems, solved with data, at scale, on populations of hundreds of millions of people who had no idea the experiment was running.

The Persuasive Technology Lab at Stanford University — founded in the 1990s by a researcher named B.J. Fogg — trained a generation of designers and engineers in the science of behavior change through technology. Fogg's work was academic, careful, and genuinely interested in using these techniques for beneficial purposes: helping people exercise more, eat better, take their medication. Many of his students had other ideas. Several of them went on to build or shape the products that now occupy several hours of the average person's day. Fogg has since expressed some ambivalence about this outcome. His students, for the most part, have not.

What emerged from all of this — the behavioral science, the design optimization, the notification engineering, the variable reward schedules — was not a collection of apps. It was an infrastructure of persuasion, built at a scale that no previous technology had approached, and deployed on a global population that had signed up for something that looked, on the surface, like a free service.

It was free, in the way that a fishing hook baited with something you like is free. You can have it. It won't cost you a cent. Just hold still.

Let's talk numbers. Not because numbers are exciting — they rarely are — but because in this particular case, the numbers are the only thing that makes the whole operation make sense.

In 2023, Meta — the company that owns Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp — generated approximately 132 billion dollars in revenue. Almost all of it came from advertising. Not from subscriptions, not from selling you a premium version of the app with fewer ads, not from any product you consciously chose to pay for. From advertising. Which means that 132 billion dollars was paid, by companies around the world, in exchange for access to your attention. Your attention specifically — measured, categorized, and sold in real time through automated auctions that happen in the milliseconds between you opening the app and the feed appearing on your screen.

To put that in terms that are slightly more personal: Meta has approximately three billion monthly active users. Divide 132 billion by three billion and you get roughly 44 dollars per user per year. That is, very approximately, what your attention is worth on the open market. Forty-four dollars a year. Per platform. And you're probably on more than one.

You are, in the most literal financial sense, a revenue line in someone else's spreadsheet. A small one, individually. Aggregated across three billion people, an extraordinarily large one.

Now here is the part that tends to make people uncomfortable when they actually stop to think about it: this system works better the more time you spend on it. Not marginally better. Significantly better. Every additional minute you spend scrolling is another data point added to your behavioral profile, another opportunity to serve you a targeted ad, another fraction of a cent added to the revenue column. The incentive structure is perfectly clear and perfectly merciless: your time is their money, and there is no upper limit on how much of it they would like.

This was not always the explicit goal. In the early days of social media, engagement was a proxy for something else — a sign that people found the product useful, that they were connecting with friends, that the platform was delivering value. The assumption was that if people were spending time on the platform, it was because the platform was good. This assumption turned out to be wrong in ways that took years to fully understand, and that some people in positions of power still prefer not to discuss at length.

Because here is what the data eventually showed, quietly and then all at once: the content that generated the most engagement was not the content that made people feel good. It was the content that made people feel something — anything — strongly enough to react. Outrage worked. Fear worked. Moral indignation worked spectacularly well. A post that made you furious kept you on the platform longer than a post that made you happy, because fury is an emotion that demands a response, and responding — commenting, sharing, arguing with strangers in the replies at eleven o'clock at night — is engagement. Profitable, measurable, optimizable engagement.

The algorithms learned this. They didn't learn it because someone told them to prioritize outrage — they learned it because they were optimizing for the metric they'd been given, which was time on platform, and outrage delivered. The machine wasn't malicious. It was just very good at its job, and its job turned out to have some side effects that nobody had fully modeled in advance. Or if they had, they'd decided the revenue was worth it.

This is the moment — somewhere in the mid-2010s, different for each platform but arriving for all of them eventually — when the attention economy stopped being a clever business model and became something closer to an extractive industry. The comparison is not accidental. An extractive industry takes a natural resource, processes it for value, and leaves behind whatever it doesn't need. The oil industry extracts petroleum and leaves behind, among other things, a certain amount of environmental damage that it has historically preferred not to account for in its profit calculations. The attention economy extracts time and behavioral data and leaves behind, among other things, a certain amount of psychological damage that it has historically preferred not to account for in its profit calculations.

The parallels are uncomfortable. They are also, at this point, fairly well documented — in academic research, in congressional testimony, in the carefully worded public statements of former employees who left their stock options on the table because they couldn't quite live with what they were building anymore. The internal documents that have surfaced over the years — from Facebook, from Instagram, from YouTube — paint a picture of companies that knew, with considerable precision, what their products were doing to their users, and made a series of decisions about how much of that knowledge to act on and how much to quietly file away.

The answer, in most cases, was: act on it when it's cheap to do so, and file it away when it isn't.

You are not a user. You never were. You are the raw material of an industry that generates hundreds of billions of dollars a year by converting your time, your attention, and your emotional responses into data that can be packaged and sold. The product was never the app. The product was never the feed, or the stories, or the reels, or whatever new format the platform introduced last quarter to keep things feeling fresh.

The product was always you.

And the really elegant part — the part that would be genuinely impressive if it weren't happening to you personally — is that you built it with them. Every post you wrote, every photo you shared, every reaction you left on someone else's content, every search you ran and link you clicked and video you watched for thirty seconds before scrolling past — all of it went into the machine. All of it made the profile more accurate, the targeting more precise, the algorithm better at knowing what to show you next to keep you there just a little bit longer.

You didn't just consume the attention economy. You constructed it, one scroll at a time, without anyone asking your permission or explaining what you were actually agreeing to.

Which brings us, naturally, to the question of what exactly is happening inside your head while all of this is going on — and why stopping feels so much harder than it should.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 

[image: ]


Dopamine: what it actually is vs what they told you

Dopamine is having a moment. It has been having a moment for about fifteen years now, which at this point makes it less of a moment and more of a permanent residence in the cultural conversation. You will find it in self-help books, in wellness podcasts, in the captions of Instagram posts about cold showers and morning routines. People speak about it with the casual authority of someone who took one psychology class in 2009 and has been dining out on it ever since. "It's just dopamine," they say, as if that explains everything — the scrolling, the shopping, the checking, the inability to sit through a film without also looking at their phone. Dopamine did it. Case closed. Nothing more to discuss.

The problem with this explanation is that it is, in almost every meaningful sense, wrong.

Not wrong in the way that makes scientists angry — the kind of wrong that requires a retraction and a strongly worded letter to a journal. Wrong in the quieter, more insidious way that popular science usually gets things wrong: by taking something genuinely complex, filing off all the interesting edges, and handing the public a version that is simple enough to repeat at dinner parties but too simplified to actually be useful. The real story of dopamine is considerably stranger, considerably more interesting, and considerably more relevant to understanding why you spent forty minutes last night watching videos of people you've never met renovating houses you'll never live in.

So. What is dopamine, actually?

Dopamine is a neurotransmitter — a chemical messenger that carries signals between neurons in the brain. It is produced in several areas of the brain and plays a role in a remarkable range of functions: movement, memory, attention, motivation, and yes, reward. It is also involved in the regulation of mood, in the experience of pain, and in the control of the hormonal systems that govern everything from sleep to lactation. It is, in short, doing an enormous amount of work, and reducing it to "the pleasure chemical" is a bit like describing a Swiss Army knife as "the thing for getting stones out of horses' hooves."

The pleasure chemical narrative took hold because it was convenient and because it contained a grain of truth. Early research on the brain's reward system — conducted largely in the 1950s and 1960s, on rats with electrodes implanted in specific brain regions — showed that stimulating certain areas produced what appeared to be intense pleasure. The rats would press levers to trigger the stimulation compulsively, ignoring food and water, sometimes to the point of exhaustion. It looked like pleasure. It felt reasonable to call it pleasure. The dopamine system was implicated. The label stuck.

Then, in the 1990s, a neuroscientist named Wolfram Schultz did something that complicated the picture considerably. Schultz was studying dopamine neurons in monkeys, tracking when they fired and in response to what. What he found was unexpected enough that it took the field several years to fully absorb. The dopamine neurons didn't fire when the monkeys received a reward. They fired in anticipation of the reward — when the signal appeared that indicated a reward was coming. And when the reward arrived as expected, the neurons did almost nothing. They had already done their job. The excitement, neurologically speaking, was in the waiting. The getting was almost beside the point.

This distinction — dopamine as the chemical of anticipation rather than the chemical of pleasure — is not a minor technical correction. It is the entire ballgame. It means that what dopamine actually drives is not the experience of enjoyment but the motivation to seek. It is the engine of wanting, not of having. And wanting, as anyone who has ever wanted something very badly and then gotten it will confirm, is a state that is remarkably easy to sustain and remarkably difficult to satisfy.

Your brain, running this system, is essentially a prediction machine with a very specific flaw: it is far better at generating desire than at generating satisfaction. It evolved this way for good reasons. An ancestor who felt a brief surge of motivation to find food, found it, felt satisfied, and then sat down contentedly until they were hungry again was an ancestor who might not survive the next drought. An ancestor whose wanting never quite switched off — who always felt the pull toward more, better, different — was an ancestor who kept moving, kept exploring, kept accumulating resources even when the
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