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For many years I believed success had only one shape: good company, good salary, good car, good title on the business card. I grew up hearing that. I believed it without questioning it too much because everyone around me was doing the same thing. The career track, the corporate ladder, the org chart, the annual bonus. That was the path. The only path.

This book was born from something far more honest than a success story.

It was born from the years I spent living in "someday" mode. Someday for vacation. Someday to see my friends. Someday to call my parents. Someday to actually live. Meanwhile, I was building—or so I thought—someone else’s dream, with my time, my health, and my best years.

What you’re about to read is a true story, with uncomfortable moments you’ll probably recognize even though it comes from a different life than yours. It’s the story of someone who believed in the system, busted their ass for it, and one day was walked out by security with a cardboard box under their arm.

But it’s also the story of what came after: the fear, the beach, the reconnection, new corporate jobs with the same old demons, the relationship that held and the one that didn’t, and finally the leap toward something of my own in the world of international logistics.

I didn’t write this book to convince you to quit your job tomorrow. Nor to romanticize entrepreneurship. Starting your own thing costs, and it costs plenty: time, money, relationships, sleepless nights. But there’s something nobody tells you: when what you’re building is yours, even failure feels different.

Being an employee isn’t inherently bad. There are people who genuinely love their work at a company and build a full life within that framework. The problem isn’t employment itself; the problem is when employment becomes an invisible trap you don’t dare leave even when it no longer makes sense.

This book is more of a mirror. One that asks you: are you living the life you want, or the one someone else designed for you?

If any answer makes you uncomfortable, that’s a good sign. It means something inside you still wants more.

Life doesn’t ask your permission to move forward. The years go by the same whether you live them with purpose or let them drift past while waiting for the perfect moment to start. There is no perfect moment. There are moments, and what you decide to do with them.

I hope this book gives you, if not answers, at least better questions. That would already be enough.

— Erick Chavolla
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Living in the Financial Friend Zone

One day you're a young grad, fresh out of college with no clue what to do with your life or how to put all that knowledge to use after years of grinding through school. You hear awesome stories from your buddies, your buddies' brothers, your own siblings who landed jobs at big companies with fat salaries—people with huge career trajectories, on track to work at some corporate HQ in Silicon Valley, Hong Kong, or wherever the world's biggest multinationals are headquartered. And one day you wake up and say: that's who I want to be, no matter what it takes to get there.

You land an internship at one of those companies. When the department head and the HR girl interview you, they tell you: "This is the company for you, this is where your dream career begins. We’re going to pay you to learn." That sticks with you: I already paid for my degree, not a bad deal to get paid to learn and grow. This will be the best school.

The most exciting, long-awaited day arrives: your first day at the company. You show up to sign your contract, sit through an orientation, then get introduced to your new teammates. They’re a motley crew of millennials: the one who’s been there three years and acts like they own the place, the one who always has a coffee cup in hand and cc’s half the world on every email, the quiet one who only speaks up during metrics meetings, the one with headphones on all day who somehow always knows what’s going on, and the one who laughs at everything because she learned it’s the most effective survival strategy in corporate culture. From this day forward, they tell you, these people are your family.

Finally, you get assigned your modular cubicle, which you’ll share with fourteen other guys who look at you with a certain superiority for being the new kid. Your boss calls a hallway huddle to introduce you to the group, because the company’s schedule doesn’t allow for the luxury of a proper conference room meeting. Your boss, who’s only eight years older than you, addresses the team: "Hey everyone, meet Erick, who’s joining our family starting today. Laura will walk him through his job and train him on the system modules for his role."

That’s where it all begins. Chats with Laura, a girl your age who’s been at the company a year and got promoted to a Junior Executive role with more responsibilities. This bespectacled girl tells you with complete calm: "I’ll support you for exactly fifteen days, and after that, whatever happens is on you."

The fifteen days pass and the honeymoon is over. Your responsibilities grow, the baton has been passed, and now everything is your problem. That’s when you realize the 8-to-5 schedule is gone. This thing doesn’t end until it’s done. But your optimism and drive to hit your goal of reaching the corporate headquarters before thirty keep you going the extra mile. You’re leaving the office at ten at night, but you feel good about it because it feels like the right path.

You start hearing that this project or that one is being moved because they decided to shift it to another office across the pond, or outsourced because it’s more cost-effective. And the office grapevine starts buzzing about layoffs coming—that some names are already on the list.

The next day you arrive and the tension in your team is palpable. Long faces everywhere. And you start hearing: Juan’s gone, I heard Laura too, and Alfredo, and rumor has it they’re going after Pedro, the project director. You start getting used to this cycle, and at first you feel safe: "Good thing new hires aren’t eligible for layoffs."

Time passes and promotions come. You leave the intern role and it’s your turn to train the new kid: a recently graduated International Business major named Ivan. You bring him up to speed on how the company works, what his responsibilities will be, and you think of Laura, the bespectacled girl who mentored you when you arrived, just like Ivan, full of excitement about landing at a multinational with room to grow and a decent salary.

Suddenly you’re a Senior. Important projects have come and gone, a huge number of coworkers have cycled through, and your sense of instability starts to grow alongside the fear that at any moment you could be next on the list.

One day you wake up and think: what a great family I've built with my coworkers, they're solid friends. But wait... you think for a second and ask yourself

That particular morning you arrive with your usual ritual: black coffee, computer on, to-do list already assembling itself mentally in the elevator. By 7:43 you’ve already answered four emails. It’s a Monday like any other.

Then you see Mary.

Mary has been your cubicle neighbor for two and a half years. You’ve never seen her cry. You know her as the pink-headphone girl with the dry sense of humor she pulls out when the week gets rough. Now she’s standing in the middle of the hallway, arms crossed over her chest, face a mess, scanning the room looking for you.

You rush over. She tells you two things: Jaime had a heart attack. And they rushed him to the hospital less than an hour ago.

Jaime. Batman. Your boss.

Four years older than you. Twenty-seven years old.

The nickname stuck from day one: Batman. Because whenever anyone arrived at the office—at seven, at eight, even on a holiday Monday—he was already there. Screen on, coffee half-finished, headphones in. Nobody had ever seen him arrive. He just was. And when you asked what time he left, the answer was always the same: whenever it’s done. His motto, which became a kind of inside joke for the department: "This thing doesn’t end until it’s done." Everyone repeated it. It was funny. It was so Batman.

What the doctor tells Mary: pre-infarction. Sustained stress at levels the body can’t process indefinitely. Poor rest. Medical leave for an indefinite period.

Twenty-seven years old.

You spend the rest of the day working. Eight meetings, fifteen conference calls, six reports. Because the work doesn’t do itself. Because that’s how it works. Because what else do you do.

But there’s a moment, at six in the afternoon, when you go to the bathroom and wash your hands and catch yourself in the mirror for a second before drying them, that something doesn’t add up. It’s not a revelation. It’s not a complete thought. It’s more like a shapeless discomfort, like when you have something in your shoe but can’t pinpoint exactly where it is.

Jaime is four years older than you. Twenty-seven. And he just paid the highest possible price for walking the same path you’ve been on.

You toss the paper towel in the trash. Walk out of the bathroom. Go back to your desk. Keep working.

But the discomfort stays.

When the day finally ends, after catching up on everything—eight meetings, fifteen calls, six reports—you decide to head out. You remember it’s Friday and your coworkers were heading to the bar for after-work drinks. You check the time: midnight. You think: maybe next time, better go rest.

The next day is Saturday, 6 a.m. It’s riding day. Mountain biking is your one great hobby, the sport you only get to practice on weekends. You’d made plans to meet some friends at the trailhead. You’re loading your bike into the car when your work phone—the Work Leash—rings. You look at the screen: the director is calling an urgent meeting. You think: "Some other time." You dash in for a quick shower and head to the office.

When you get to the conference room, most of the team is already there. Alejandro, the regional director, starts the meeting: "I know it’s Saturday, and many of you had plans, but we had a client audit and they need this information urgently. We have to present all these documents on Monday, so I’ve already arranged with HR to bring everyone pizza." You look around the room: some people grumpy from Friday night hangovers, others annoyed about canceling family commitments they’d had planned for days. You think: another Saturday in the office.

Through the murmuring you hear several coworkers complaining about another urgent weekend meeting. You shake off the heaviness and think: the faster it starts, the sooner I leave. It’s eight in the evening when Alejandro finally says "that’s it, thank you all, but stay reachable." You pack up and leave the building.

Will I make it to Miguel’s birthday? You get in your car and head to his place, about twenty minutes away. When you arrive you hear the buzz of the party and say hi to Miguel. You hear from across the room: "Weekend meeting?" You turn and it’s Renata, your ex. You nod with a shrug that says "what can you do." She rushes over: "You never change, you need to actually live." You answer: "I’m building our future." She bursts out laughing: "You’re a lost cause. Remember that youth doesn’t last forever. I hope you actually pull it off and find someone to share it with."

Hold on, you tell yourself. Is she judging me? Or is there something I’m not seeing? The rest of the night you join the group conversation and try to follow along. At some point you realize you don’t understand what they’re talking about. You ask Jorge to catch you up and he does, quickly. And you think: when did all of this happen?

Also at the party is Raúl, your best friend from college. You join his conversation with another group. You hear about his long trip through Asia, his golf games, his new car, and his travel plans for the coming months. Renata, who was also there, asked him: "How do you do it? How do you have so much free time? Most of us work from sunup to sundown just to live a normal life." Raúl laughed with a sly grin: "My dear friend, it took me a long time to figure it out, but I can tell you that the hardest workers don’t always have the best lives. It cost me plenty: time, money, sleepless nights. But I finally achieved what everyone dreams of—Financial Freedom."

Raúl was your first friend in college. You met him the first day of class. At first he struck you as kind of annoying, the class clown type. His grades were never outstanding, but he did stand out in one way: after classes, he went to work at his dad’s company, doing everything from warehouse work to deliveries. When he graduated he decided to be his own boss and start his own company. Within a couple of years he had a business with enviable profitability. Most of us said: Raúl got lucky, he has the perfect life, no schedule to answer to, travels whenever he wants, has time for his golf game.

It’s 1 a.m. No matter how hard you try to stay awake, the exhaustion starts winning. You decide to say your goodbyes. You get in the car and drive home. On the way, a phrase keeps circling in your head: "You need to actually live." It’s the first time in a long time that someone’s words about your work life shake you so much you can’t get them out of your mind.
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