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			Praise for

			Rule 62

			“Rule 62 is a serious dose of Gen-X wisdom for a world bereft of common sense. Optionality and hard work, shades of gray and rigid self-discipline, focus and flexibility, pragmatism and expectations—Jared’s penchant for juxtapositions in manageable chunks will jar, entertain, and move you to healthy introspection.”

			—Ed Marsh

			Founder, veteran, independent director

			“Not your typical self-help fluff—this one’s got bite, humor, and a whole lot of truth.”

			—Jennie Reads

			“I consider meditation to mean focusing one’s thoughts to better understand a matter. Rule 62: Meditations on Success and Spirituality embodies this concept across a serious-lighthearted spectrum. Looking for a book that inspires, provokes thought, disagrees with you, and can make you laugh—often in short order? You have one right here.”

			—Dan Allen

			Retired accountant and transactional attorney

			“As a longtime reader of Dillian’s financial newsletter, I’ve always come for the market insights and stayed for the comedic philosophy and life advice. If you’re here for the latter, Rule 62 offers 79 essays packed with hilarious, no-nonsense counsel on living a meaningful life. Dillian’s wisdom shines through in a style that’s closer to stand-up comedy than Immanuel Kant. Pick it up today, and as he suggests: Don’t take yourself too seriously.”

			—Christian Hoffmann

			Head of fixed income, Thornburg Investments

			“I’ve been reading Jared’s daily investing newsletter for over ten years now. Rule 62 is a collection of his most insightful and meaningful pieces, the ones I would typically forward to friends and family.”

			—John Bellis

			Head trader at J. Goldman & Co. LP

			“This highly entertaining read is a series of non-stop reality checks that make you think deeply about your own beliefs and the beliefs of others. It truly helps you understand why others do what they do and what you should be doing to be a better version of yourself. Highly recommended!”

			—Michael Vasko

			Vice president of sales, MotoSleep

			“Dillian writes about heaven and hell, sin and selfishness. He writes about blow and vomit, death, South Carolina, and Paris Hilton’s prowess as a DJ. Some people would run the other way. I encourage you to lean in.”

			—James Blandford

			Senior producer, The Great Courses

			“Jared’s writing style is like no other, from the time I read his first book I was hooked. I was telling a friend about Rule 62, and described the essays as a series of meditations. I like to read one at a time and ponder them because I can fit them easily into a busy schedule.”

			—Liz deforest

			Private investor

			“Of all the investment newsletter writers I’ve subscribed to over the past 15 years, Jared Dillian is the only one I still read religiously every week. And speaking of religion, in Rule 62 he has now injected spirituality into his technical analysis to good effect. His take on things is mercurial—like the god Mercury who was, in fact, the god of financial gain, eloquence and communication. Perfect! You should read this book not in one sitting, but more like reading one chapter a day as a daily meditation.”

			—Deac Manross

			Apple Computer (retired)

			“Ever wish you had that wise older brother whom you could lean on for key advice in life, especially during challenging times? Someone who can guide, enlighten, and even illuminate your own journey, simply by sharing his own experiences and anecdotes? Jared Dillian may not literally be that family member, but Rule 62: Meditations on Success and Spirituality is certainly a formidable distillation. Delve in, learn plenty and enjoy the ride, as this military veteran, former Lehman Brothers trader, newsletter writer and the author of six acclaimed books imparts his wisdom in this poignant and memorable collection of essays.”

			—Shane Stein

			Film producer, record producer, author and composer

			“A genuinely enjoyable and engaging read! It draws you in with sharp wit, delivers unexpected laughs, and unsettles with truths you’d rather not confront—all while keeping you thoroughly entertained.”

			—Laurence Black

			Founder, The Index Standard

			“Jared’s lucid story telling coupled with his unique understanding of the human condition and ability to see around life’s corners, provides his readers with depth and actionable insights that improve personal, professional, and spiritual outcomes. This collection of essays is like your favorite bag of potato chips—absolutely impossible to put down until you have consumed them all!”

			—Michael Douglis

			Global account manager

			“Most people will not publicly discuss their regrets, mistakes, body image or ruminations on mortality. Jared lays it all out there in plain view. Revealed herein is the wisdom gleaned from a decades-long climb over the mountain of mental illness and addiction. Maybe you’re stuck, and you want to get unstuck. Maybe you want to be friends with God and your boss. Maybe you just want to make more money and be happy. This book will help you achieve all of the above. This is the book you write in your 50s to your 20-year-old self. Or just gift Rule 62 to your 20-year-old nephew—hopefully he’ll read it before he’s 40. In your hands is an instruction manual for a happy, useful life.”

			—Michael Kawochka

			Associate broker, Daniel Gale Sotheby’s International Realty

			“Rule 62 is a latter-day Book of Proverbs. It’s 79 essays full of insight, wit, LOL vulgarity, and wisdom. It’s not a book to be devoured—rather sampled, considered, and revisited. Whether it’s about tipping, the nature of evil, cats, or death, the lessons are timeless.”

			—Tai Wong

			Host and market commentator, Global Money Talk

			“Jared Dillian was born in the 20th century and will die in the 21st and that’s about as much as you can pin him down. Rule 62 is impossible to genre-lize—kind of memoir, kind of self-help, kind of Americana reportage, kind of human nature excavation. And full of brutal, uncomfortable honesty that brings light to dark places. Some of Rule 62 made me cry, a whole lot of it made me laugh, some of it horrified me, pretty much all of it made me consider some particular thing in a different way. You’ll want to read it fast—try and read it slow.”

			—Laura Mundow

			Chief Marketing Officer
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			Foreword 
by Matt Zeigler

			The first time you read Jared Dillian, I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to laugh at least once at the word “dirtnap,” note two or three things you think sound smart, and then go back to a sentence that you read four or five minutes ago and say out loud, “Who does this schmuck think he is?”

			Not long after I got my copy of Night Moves in the mail (Jared’s 2024 short story collection), I was reading it on the couch, next to my wife who was deeply focused on a book of her own. “Okay, what is it?” she asks, because I’m doing what I always do, vibrating while I’m supposed to be sitting still and reading like a normal human, crinkling pages and making noises while underlining and earmarking stuff. “This guy,” I tell her, “this guy. I mean, I read this sentence and then I’ll flip to this other one, because—the sheer range! He goes from Buk-level poetic to puke-level dude-stuff, and he somehow owns and captures it all so perfectly. He’s nuts.”

			After I showed her the two bits, she tells me, “I see what you mean,” and then, “You know I’m trying to come up with dinner here?” She had been reading a cookbook until I interrupted her. “Seriously,” she continues, “why’d you have to show me that second bit?” She wasn’t wrong. Why did I have to show her that? And, to be fair, this was probably her first or third direct exposure to Jared’s writing, at least with his name attached to it. “Who does that schmuck think he is?” she says. “Exactly. I don’t know either,” I respond. 

			In my case—and maybe in yours—by the 50th time you’ve read Jared (either because you signed up for one of his mailing lists or people keep forwarding you his stuff, usually at odd hours of the night), you come to peace with the fact that the same soul-bottoming-out questions are triggered inside of you every time. That’s who this schmuck apparently thinks he is. The guy who makes you wonder, “Am I like that?” Or reflect, “Oh, I know somebody just like that.” And say, “Uh-oh, I’ve been there, but do I have to remember what ‘there’ is like right now?” 

			This whole extracurricular existential crisis continues until, at some point, you click reply to one of his newsletters, trade some messages, record a podcast together, and somehow end up with a blank open Word document and the hazy memory of agreeing to write a foreword.

			So. Where to start? How about “Who does this schmuck think he is?” Good idea. Let’s unpack that. This is a foreword, after all. If we’re here, we might as well do it right. 

			The most common non-complimentary message I receive after someone notices me publicly interacting with Jared goes something like, “A lot of people seem to like that guy, and I don’t get it. Maybe I’m dumb or insensitive or something, but either way, I trust your judgement. What are you seeing that I’m not?”

			My answer always starts, “Do you know what the word sonder means?” Nobody ever does. So I get to tell them—modestly, because both my mom and my dad’s mom before her were English teachers, and I don’t word-shame—“Sonder is the feeling you get when you realize everybody else’s life is as complicated, as rich in detail, and as emotionally all over the place as yours is.”

			I tell them, “Whatever made you ask me this question, I need you to make a bet, in your heart, that you don’t know something about Jared, but you’re curious enough to find out—and doing so is worth it. The only thing I know for sure about him is that whenever I talk to him, he seems to think he’s simple and straightforward, but when I read him, I always feel like something important and complex and meaningful is being revealed, and I’m hungry in the most magical way to learn more. That’s sonder-ness. It’s special, probably a little insane, but it’s exactly what I respect most about his work.”

			I don’t know if my sonder explanations have earned Jared any readers, but I do know he writes with truth, rhythm, and mystery, so that if the curiosity bug embedded in his work bites you, you’re going to keep coming back. Even when it’s weird (and it gets weird). Even when it punches you in the gut (oh yeah, that too). Even when you’re swinging wildly back and forth between wanting to give the guy a hug because he’s curled up in the fetal position on the floor of a psychiatric ward, to wanting to punch him in the face because “Why’d the husband in that short story have to die in a tragic accident right after the fight with his wife?” 

			“Why?” and “What?” That’s the sound of sonder. That’s the sound of writing that’s forcing you to feel something, even if you don’t have the words for what it’s making you feel. I can’t tell you if it makes the writing good. I can’t tell you if it makes the writing good for you. I can only point out, whatever reaction you have to Jared’s writing in the pages ahead, his gift is that he is going to trigger you to respond, and he is far less concerned with where that trigger leads you, and much more focused on writing to make sure that both you and he know you are very much alive and going through this together.

			That’s who I think this schmuck thinks he is. Now let’s talk about this book. I need you to know what you’re about to get yourself into. 

			Rule 62 is a reference to an Alcoholics Anonymous in-joke, which means it’s as much a reference to drinking yourself stupid as it is to loving yourself as a sober person. It’s actually a reflection on the whole self-affirmed, 100% authentic, alcoholic redemption arc—where we accept how all the nasty bits are essential, even if they’re horribly embarrassing, because they’re a part of baring our souls honestly and something about that is beautiful. Buk and puke, remember? Don’t forget it. The AA Rule 62 reads, “Don’t take yourself too damn seriously.” Jared, by choosing this title, as best as I can tell, is urging us all to be somewhere between serious enough and not too serious, as we stumble away from this book to ask ourselves, “What happened?” 

			There’s his essay “Love,” where he admits to thinking his wife is not only the most beautiful woman in the world, but that he’s somehow managed to never have told her that. If you’re paying attention, you’ll see how he does his thing. He makes moments zoom in and out around you, where you can hear the anxious metronome in his head click-click-clacking away with stuff like:

			“My wife probably inherited her grandparents’ longevity. There is a very good chance that she’ll live to 100 or more. I, on the other hand, have a history of heart disease and cancer in my family. The men in my family rarely make it into their 60s. I might have ten years left, for all I know.”

			Where does that leave you? More important, where does that lead you? Yes, I texted my wife after I typed this quote, and it’s all good. I also showed her the line, “The best husband in the world might be five-eleven and you would never know,” and reminded her that she knows, because, well, I’ll show you my driver’s license if you can’t figure it out. Time isn’t linear, even if the stories are with Jared. Where he leaves you and leads you on the not-so-random walks is everything. 

			Take the comments about his dad from another story:

			“I treasure my childhood—I treasure the freedoms that I had. But I long for something resembling a normal relationship with my parents. My father was something of an amateur stock trader—when I told him that I got a job at Lehman Brothers, I begged him to come to New York and see the trading floor. He would have loved it. He never came. When my first book was released, he sent me a one-sentence email. Nothing about the second or third books. When I texted him that I published my first column at Bloomberg, he sent me a picture of a lizard. I haven’t spoken to him in years. What I would give to be a Millennial, and for my life to be complete.”

			Do you have whiplash from what he’s doing yet? When he’s talking about his life, he takes you from the present, to the distant future beyond his lifetime, then to the end of his life, then back in time to whenever the men in his family signed off. This temporal sonder, this invitation into the out-of-order experience of another person’s life, is what makes his writing stick to your ribs long after you’ve finished reading. It’s not booze, it’s not a drunken stumble that never quite nourishes you. This is chicken soup, with some hints of crushed red pepper you didn’t expect—and, after the shock, you realize you liked it.  

			He lives Rule 62. He follows it through each one of these essays. And he attacks all manners and moments of life with a sober thoughtfulness and honesty. I attempted to honor it in this foreword, and I really hope you don’t put this book down until you hit the end (I didn’t). And, when you get to the end—indeed, even the end of a single essay—just see what you felt. Ponder whatever experiences are getting caught in your throat or that need to be wiped off your shoes. This is what great art is supposed to do—it’s supposed to create a moment, to spawn and spur some sonder, when another person’s life feels as real and complicated as your own.

			Go make something out of that. If it’s not obvious, I don’t know who this schmuck thinks he is. I don’t really care, either. I just want more art in the world that does what his art does for me. 

			One last personal request before you start. When you finish this and you inevitably decide to write your own thoughts down, be sure to ask Jared to write your book’s foreword. I’ll be busy experiencing the sonder of my own life, just as you’ll be experiencing his. But honestly, my real request is, don’t stop reflecting, just like Jared won’t stop writing. No matter what either of you think. No matter who that schmuck thinks he is, or thinks you are, or who you think you are—don’t take it too damn seriously.

			Matt Zeigler

			March 2025

			Say Yes 
to Things

			In the summer of 1993, during the interregnum between my official Coast Guard Academy duties and my sophomore year, I took a short trip to visit with my half-brother in Georgia. His mother had rented a condo at Lake Lanier. I had no experience with the place; I would learn later that it was something of a redneck vacation spot. There was a water-slide park, among other things. We spent a few days jackassing around in the summer sun.

			One night, we went to the movies to see The Firm, the legal thriller starring Tom Cruise and Wilford Diabeetus Brimley. It was a low theater, wider than it was long, with an enormous screen, and if you remember what going to the movies was like back then: a lot of people went to the movies. The theater was packed, with not a single empty seat. We got there a bit on the late side, so ended up about six rows from the front. I went in first, my brother followed me, and I sat down to the left of a mixed-race girl about my age. She smiled.

			I sat and looked straight ahead. Out of the corner of my right eye, I spied on her. She was with her boyfriend—or her brother—I could not tell which. She had long curly hair in ringlets held back in a ponytail, and glasses. She seemed happy, the type of happiness that is only attainable by being 18 years old, with a maximum of possibility and a minimum of responsibility. She was well cared for, well parented, that much I could tell. She smelled of water lilies.

			The movie begins. About 15 minutes in, I attempt to place my right arm on the armrest, bumping into hers. She did not yield; our arms stayed there, touching. I looked over at her and smiled, and she smiled back, shrugging. Something funny happened in the movie; we looked at each other and smiled again. I could feel every micrometer of her arm touching mine. Her hand was just out of reach. Over the next 30 minutes, I moved my hand slowly, imperceptibly, until it was within range of hers. Unexpectedly, she grasped it, and I felt the electricity coursing through us. We held hands for the rest of the movie. I looked at her again—still smiling, but mostly I was looking at the boyfriend. He was completely disengaged, staring at the screen or possibly asleep.

			When the lights came on, I was presented with a dilemma. Do I ask for her number or not? What about the boyfriend? I wasn’t much in the mood to get my ass kicked in a movie theater. But the boyfriend was the least of my concerns. I played the tape forward. I get her number, and go back to Connecticut. We write each other letters. I talk to her on the payphone outside the company dayroom. I save all my money to buy a plane ticket to see her. There was the possibility of explosive sex, but relative to the amount of effort I would have to expend to have it, it seemed too hard. I didn’t know anything about her. Maybe her family was ultra-religious. Maybe being a dental hygienist was the best she could do. Maybe a lot of things. She stood there, looking at me expectantly, wishing, hoping that I would ask for her number, with the boyfriend trailing behind, and I could only manage a grim smirk as I fled the theater behind my brother.

			Easily one of my biggest pet peeves is when someone says they have no regrets. Really? Every course of action in your dumb life has been the correct one? You’ve never had a lapse in judgment? I have lots of regrets. I regret not asking for that girl’s number. I do. Not because things would have turned out better—they undeniably would have turned out worse. But these days, I try to say yes to things. When given a choice between taking an opportunity and not taking an opportunity, I always choose the former. Because, as the great Joaquín Andújar once said, you never know. Introduce a little chaos into your life and see what happens. It’s like a binomial tree. You could go this way, or that, and then this way, or that. The only thing we know for sure about your current path is that it’s boring.

			I don’t regret doing things; I regret not doing things. I regretted not getting an MFA and pursuing a career in writing. I regretted that for two-and-a-half decades. Ultimately, my Coast Guard career didn’t work out, but I don’t regret giving it a try. I would have regretted not trying it. Lehman came to an ignominious end, but I don’t regret that either. I regret saying no to things. I passed on going to my youngest brother-in-law’s graduation, because I was “too busy” at work. It was important to him, too. If you want me to go to a graduation, wedding, bar mitzvah, dance recital, or baseball game, I will be there—because today I say yes to things. Note: weddings are optional, funerals are mandatory.

			The world opens up with possibilities when you say yes to things. It puts you in a position where you can help people. It is a cure for isolation. You learn things and have new experiences. This is a typical example: Someone invites you to do X. You say, I don’t really do X. X is not my kind of thing. Come on, let’s go do X. No, I’m not going to do X, I’m going to stay home and watch TV. But if you said yes to X, I can almost guarantee that you would enjoy it more than you thought you would. For a lot of people, X might be opera or ballet. For me, X is fishing. There is a get-together of finance people in the woods of Maine that I have avoided for years because I don’t like fishing. Fishing isn’t my thing. 

			The only exceptions to the rule of saying yes to things are when someone asks you if you want to do drugs or something illegal. While that may indeed expand your horizons, the potential consequences are usually not worth it.

			The point here is to be constantly exposed to new things, new people, new places, and new ideas. When I went back to grad school, I knew for sure that I would be exposed to new people and new ideas. I had to be open to receiving them. Calling someone closed-minded is an insult, but the truth is that just about all of us are closed-minded in some way. Soccer is boring. Art museums are dumb. Your family sucks. No, no, no we say, over and over again, closing ourselves off to life. The people who really close themselves off to life are the people who go to the same bar after work every day and get loaded with the same drunks talking the same shit all the time. I had a dear friend from the Academy who never posted on Facebook, but every day he would “check in” to the local bar. His world was pretty small.

			I will give you an example of a time I said yes to something: A high school friend gave me the opportunity to go watch professional wrestling with him at the Hammerstein Ballroom in New York City. My first instinct was to say, no, I’m not coming, I’m going to stay home and watch TV. Wrestling is fake and dumb. But I went, and it was one of the most fantastic nights I have ever had in my life. My guess is that you have never been to a professional wrestling match. You should really go. It’s an experience. And you’ll have a much greater respect for the wrestlers once you do. The highlight was when the referee went to kick one of the wrestlers and his shoe flew off, hit the balcony, and landed squarely in my friend’s lap.

			As for the girl. For sure, social anxiety was part of it. I have never been particularly outgoing. But I felt like I was going to make my life unnecessarily complicated. Only an insane person says no to pretty girls who hold the hands of complete strangers in movie theaters. Only a complete dildo doesn’t get the number. Oh well—things worked out for the best.

			But they don’t always.

			Love

			I don’t know a thing about love.

			Traders typically don’t. Trading is transactional—I will do something nice for you, if you do something nice for me. There is no unconditional love in trading. Business relationships continue until they end, when they no longer make economic sense. This is the world that I lived in for a long time. Your worth was measured in terms of what you could do for me.

			Unconditional love goes something like this: I will love you no matter what. There is nothing that you could do that is so awful that would make me stop loving you. Or, I will love you until you learn to love yourself. The people in finance that I know don’t usually learn about unconditional love until they have children. Then they post a lot of photos of them on social media.

			Many people learn about unconditional love from their pets. But it is easy to love pets unconditionally, because they can never betray you. Cats and dogs will never let you down. They won’t cheat on you, they won’t lie to you, they won’t fail to live up to your expectations. Children can grow up to be stinkers and hate you in adulthood. Pets never will. As such, a relationship with a cat or a dog is very simple and pure—and this is why the death of a pet is frequently more traumatic than the death of a person. Relationships with people are complicated.

			I do know that love is an action, not a feeling. People get cause and effect reversed—they think that they feel love, which compels them to perform esteemable acts towards another person. It is the other way around. You perform esteemable acts towards another person, and then you feel love. I took an oath when I got married that I would love my partner in sickness and in health, until death do us part. If you’re not shitting your pants when you get married, I don’t know what to say to you. At our wedding, I was doing okay until the organist played the first chord, at which point I almost fainted. In the last 25 years of our marriage, there has been a lot of sickness. There have been good times, and profoundly bad times. If we had tapped out during the bad times, we wouldn’t have experienced the love that we have today.

			On the mantle among the family photos is a picture of my wife’s grandparents. Her grandfather is still alive, at age 100. Her grandmother passed away a few years ago, at age 93. They were married for about 70 years. They are the only photos on our mantle aside from us and the cats. I suspect my wife put them there out of admiration—not just for their longevity, but the depth and strength of their relationship. Over the course of 70 years, there would have been a lot of ups and downs, and probably many points along the way when one or both of them could have pulled the ripcord. I doubt they ever gave it a moment’s thought.

			A relationship evolves over time. First, you are lovers. Then, flesh being what it is, that goes away, and you are friends. Over time, the relationship deepens, and then you become soulmates. I have been with my wife for longer than I was raised by my parents. A friend of mine got married about ten years ago, and he said that on his honeymoon, he and his bride sort of ran out of things to say. That’s not a good sign. They’re still married, and doing better than I expected, which is terrific. I can tell you that, after 25 years of marriage, we have never run out of things to say, though we have told the same stories over and over again. My wife tells the same stories all the time, and I just let her. Now, we are getting old and the memory is going and we really tell the same stories over and over again. I like them better each time I hear them.

			My wife probably inherited her grandparents’ longevity. There is a very good chance that she’ll live to 100 or more. I, on the other hand, have a history of heart disease and cancer in my family. The men in my family rarely make it into their 60s. I might have ten years left, for all I know. I like to joke with my wife that she’ll be married to me for 40 years, and then she’ll be married to some other dude for 40 years. And he’ll probably be a complete tool. But that’s okay—I wouldn’t want my wife to become old and eccentric, rattling around in a big house with a bunch of cats, wearing dark sweaters. I wouldn’t want it for myself. Personally, I’m not very good at being alone. My wife went on a project for a summer back in 2013, and I lost the TV remote on the second day, and then didn’t watch TV again for the next six weeks. I’d be the first to test the thesis that one can survive on Chipotle alone. But most of all, I would miss her exceptionally dry sense of humor and her snarky comments on everything that passes by. At this point, we are each one half of a whole.

			And I know that our relationship will grow deeper as we get older. We don’t have children (as a matter of choice)—we just have each other. Our parents will grow old and pass away, and then it will be just us with the cats, and we’ll lose the cats eventually, too. It will just be us. The stable, sane centrist and the crazy, volatile risk-taker. As we’ve gotten older, we’re doing that thing where we’re starting to look alike. We’re even starting to dress alike. We disagree on politics, a little; we each have one or two pet issues that we’re inflexible on. We each have our own roles in the relationship—I’m the dreamer, the big idea guy, and she executes on the details. We’re building a house together. We heard from everyone that couples get divorced over building a house. We haven’t had one argument yet, though the financial risk stresses me out sometimes. In short, we’re a team, and a pretty good one at that.

			I have achieved a lot in my life: degrees, books, professional success, money, and music. But if you want to know what I’d like to be remembered for, it’s that I was a loving husband to my wife for many years. Every once in a while, you see successful people who’ve been married a bunch of times—I had this guy who was married four times say to me that he kept picking the bad women. I was like, dude, you are the one common denominator in all of these marriages. Maybe it’s not them—maybe it’s you? I occasionally run across these people with multiple kids from multiple marriages and messy divorces and their personal life is in an absolute shambles, and I don’t really care how much money they have—I wouldn’t trade places with them, ever. I wouldn’t trade places with Elon Musk. I said that on Twitter one time, and I got shithoused in the replies. You wouldn’t trade places with Elon Musk? The richest man in the world? No, I would not, because he has never experienced the love that comes with being in a loving relationship that spans decades. In my opinion, I am far richer. And if someday I ever get divorced, it will have been my greatest failure.

			We don’t maintain photo albums. We tried for a few years in the beginning, then got too busy. I figure Facebook has all the important photos. But I don’t need them. I remember all the important moments—and the unimportant ones, too. Every minute, every second of a 25-year marriage (plus an eight-year courtship) condensed into a feeling—the feeling I hope I will have on my deathbed, as I pass peacefully into the next life while holding hands with my lifelong companion and best friend.

			That’s really all that matters, isn’t it?

			Powerlessness

			I don’t know if you’ve ever had this experience, but let’s say you text or call someone and they don’t text or call you back. You immediately think that they hate you. Now, there are a million reasons why someone might not return a text or call. Maybe they missed it. Maybe they are busy. Maybe they didn’t think that a response was expected. But you stew on it. You obsess over it for days and weeks, preoccupied with the idea that someone out there, somewhere, doesn’t like you. It’s the last thing you think about before you fall asleep, and the first thing you think about when you wake up. You try to will that person to call you with the power of your mind, through some kind of force you send through the atmosphere.

			News flash: you are not in charge of what other people think of you.

			You’re not! When someone told me this, back in 2006, that I am not in charge of what other people think of me, it was like I had been struck by lightning. I am not in charge of what other people think of me? I thought I was. I thought a lot of things back then. I thought I could make the stock market do what I wanted it to do. I really did. I thought I could will the stock market higher or lower. I thought I had control over it. I thought I had control over a lot of things.

			I didn’t, and we don’t, and there is a word for this: powerlessness.

			If you really think about it, we are not in control of much of anything. As I drive to work in the morning, I am not in control of traffic. I could be sitting there in my car like a chump, and there is not much I can do about it. I am also not in control of whether or not I get rear-ended. Some drunk could be looking at Instagram models on his phone while he’s driving, and it is going to ruin my day. I am not in control of whether people unsubscribe to my newsletter. I am not really in control of my investment performance. I think I am, but I am not. I am not in control of politics. I am not in charge of who becomes president. I am not in control of my taxes; that gets decided for me. I am not in control of the economy. I am not in control of interest rates. I am not in control of whether I get fired from one of my writing gigs. I am not in control of whether people dance to my music. I am not in control of the health of my cats. They will eventually get sick and die, and there is not much I can do about it. I am not in control of whether my new house gets built on time. I am not in control of how much it is going to cost. I am not in control of my own health. I am not in control of my wife’s health, or that of any of my family members.

			As it turns out, I am in control of very little. Now, you may look at this list, and think you have control over some of these things. Like your investment performance. Do you, really? Of course not. Some of the smartest people in the world get clobbered in the markets every year. Other people get lucky over and over again. It is mostly random. And this is where people get into trouble, because they think that investment performance is a function of work and effort. You can work 22 hours a day, and it makes no difference. You can work two hours a day, and it makes no difference. Change my mind.

			I am not in control of people and things. I am only in control of how I respond to people and things. I am in control of my attitude. I am in control of my feelings. That is the essence of being human: we can choose our response to things. Many years ago, I was listening to a public speaker tell the story about the death of his wife—two teenagers dropped a cinder block off an overpass and it landed on her windshield, instantly killing her. They never found the kids. I suppose he could have loaded his shotgun and gone out in search of the perpetrators. That is not the response he chose. He handled it with grace, even forgiving the killers for their actions. It was one of the most powerful messages I have ever heard.

			Keep in mind that I don’t believe in determinism of any kind. I never believed any of that Martin Armstrong bullshit. And I don’t believe any of the Fourth Turning bullshit, either, though I do like reading about generational studies. I don’t believe that tragedies are “God’s will.” But since we’re on the subject, I do believe that God won’t give us anything that we can’t handle—no matter how horrible the circumstances. And when I am faced with a serious challenge, I often think to myself, “What am I supposed to learn from this?” There is a lesson in everything. I am also not a believer in the idea that everything happens for a reason, but I do believe that life’s obstacles are opportunities to respond to adverse circumstances with poise.

			Someday, something awful, something entirely out of my control, is going to happen to me. It is a statistical certainty. How I respond to it will be up to me.

			We are all going to die, one day. How will you choose to respond to the news that you are in checkmate, that you have a limited amount of time left on planet Earth? Will you handle it gracefully, fearlessly, or will you panic and drag everyone down with you? How will you handle the death of a parent, or child? That’s not to say that you shouldn’t mourn in these situations—there is a time and a place for mourning. And there is a time and a place for asking for help. But your burden shouldn’t become someone else’s. And it’s funny, because some of our favorite stories as a society are those of people responding with grace and fortitude in times of extreme hardship. Like Viktor Frankl, and John McCain. We read these stories over and over again, and pass the book recommendations around on Twitter. Dignity is a very underused word these days.

			One great litmus test of spiritual fitness is how you respond when you are in a car accident. Do you fly out of the vehicle, flapping your arms like a signalman, screaming obscenities at the other driver? Or do you calmly approach the other vehicle and ask the driver if he or she is okay—even if the accident was their fault? How you respond in these situations says a lot about you. Accidents suck bad enough as it is. It is a massive inconvenience, because now you have to deal with insurance and police and getting your car fixed, and nobody has time for that, and you don’t need to exacerbate the situation by acting like an asshole. I sideswiped a guy on Highway 17 Bypass in Myrtle Beach in 2021, the first collision with another vehicle that I had ever caused, and when we pulled over, he held up his hands in the what the fuck? gesture, and I just shrugged and said, “I’m sorry,” and then he was totally cool. Nobody’s hurt. It’s a hassle, but it’s not the end of the world. I don’t remember his name, and I will never see him again, but I will never forget the decency he showed me that day.

			Another test of spiritual fitness is when you are fired from your job. When you’ve been fired, you’re typically thinking about yourself, but I encourage you to think about the feelings of the poor person who had to deliver the news. Firing people isn’t easy for anyone involved, and the last thing you need to do is to scream and yell and make a hard situation even more difficult. The best thing to do in these situations is to be classy: thank them for all the opportunities and wish them the best in the future. And guess what: if you exit gracefully, you will leave on good terms and with good feelings, and you never know, you might be needed at some point in the future. People lose sight of this in the moment. Remember, you can choose your response to things. Another recommendation: pause before you speak or act.

			Now, the thing about powerlessness is that there is a certain class of people—politicians, CEOs, financiers, people in positions of authority—that really believe that they can direct the activities of everyone that works for them. Guess what: things would work just fine if they weren’t there. They would work just fine if you weren’t there. And that’s the spiritually beautiful aspect of libertarianism: spontaneous order and the unplanned. When you examine Communism, really what it is, is a spiritual sickness, the idea that one person can control the activities of an entire population and its economy, and can optimally direct the actions of millions of people. And with loss of control comes fear, and with fear comes violence. The Western world, with its capitalism and liberal democracies, is spiritually enlightened, though we seem to be regressing on that front.

			With powerlessness comes courage. To be in possession of the idea that nothing is within your control, but whatever happens, everything will be okay—that is the only real power. It always is okay, in the end.

			My Ego is 
Not my Amigo

			I first heard that saying, my ego is not my amigo, about five years ago, and thought it was pretty cool. Then I heard it a bunch more times and it sort of lost its coolness. Now, everyone is saying it. But it makes for a good title.

			I will speak as an investment professional for a moment—life gets a lot simpler when you figure out that pretty much everyone in the markets is motivated by ego. They’re not actually trying to make money. They’re trying to look good. They want to be liked. They crave affection and admiration. This describes about 95% of people in finance. They would rather lose money privately than be wrong publicly.

			There are deep psychological reasons for this. Notice that this phenomenon is even more pronounced among Generation X. Our Boomer/Silent Generation parents didn’t pay any attention to us when we were kids. They didn’t go to our Little League games, they didn’t go to our graduations, and in some cases, actively shit on us or campaigned against us. They seemed indifferent to the possibility that we could be greased by a cement truck when out riding our bikes without helmets. Boy, what parenting. Of course, the pendulum has swung completely back the other direction, and the Xers are compounding the errors of the Boomers by raising Zoomers that have pretty high opinions of themselves.

			I see this on Twitter every day. Look at me. Praise me. Tell me how awesome I am. I’m not saying I don’t do it, because I absolutely do. But I’m conscious of it, and I try to keep a lid on it. Your ego is not your amigo, especially in the world of finance.

			But finance is depraved. I came of age reading a lot of Ayn Rand, who said that your ego was a good thing. Reasonable people can disagree on this. You don’t want to think you’re a piece of shit, but if you are going around thinking you’re God’s gift to _______, you’re going to make a nuisance of yourself. Really, the solution here is to be right-sized. Your opinion of yourself should be correct. Your insides should match your outsides.

			Not long ago, my therapist told me that I was full of myself, which sounds confrontational, but in that context it really wasn’t. I do have a pretty high opinion of my writing ability. I do have a pretty high opinion of my DJing. When it comes to investing, I am pretty humble—there are a lot brighter financial minds than me out there. I am good at what I do, and I stay out of trouble, which is enough. But it made me wonder—is there some aspect of my personality that leads people to believe, like my therapist, that I have a big ego? Is this holding me back in life?

			There is that old saying about the guy who was born on third base and thinks he hit a triple. That certainly doesn’t describe me. I was born in the on-deck circle, and I am a self-made man. I think you will see that is one thing that self-made men have in common—they have a pretty high opinion of their abilities. Because they did it themselves, with no help. If I ever become super-famous, maybe someday people will travel to look at my childhood home. They will see that it is… small. I grew up with my divorced mother and my grandmother, who passed away when I was 14. We were not buying ribeye steak, let’s put it that way. A social scientist would have looked at me, at age seven, and declared my case hopeless. And here I am. So yes, I have a pretty high opinion of myself, not least from having dealt with some serious health issues along the way.

			One thing I always try to be is teachable. I don’t have all the answers, and I am constantly seeking to improve. For the five-and-a-half years that I wrote for Bloomberg Opinion, I was constantly trying to improve as a columnist. I’m writing short stories, and it’s very clear that I don’t know what the hell I’m doing. Even in my financial newsletter, which I have been doing for 15 years, I am continually trying to get better. You have to be open to feedback. Sometimes feedback is painful, but if you’re hearing the same thing from a number of different people, chances are, they are on to something. The day I stop being teachable is the day that my career comes to an end.

			I talked about being right-sized, and how your insides should match your outsides. I strive to have my image of myself match up with other people’s image of me. And my image of myself varies from day to day. Some days I think I’m a hero, other days I think I’m a piece of crap, which is often a function of being bipolar. Neither are true. Really, I’m just a bozo—like everyone else—trying to figure it out as I go along. 

			One thing finance people like to do (especially on Twitter) is cultivate an air of invincibility—draw attention to the calls that go right, and ignore the ones that don’t. Three of the most powerful words in the English language are I was wrong. If more people said those three words, the world would be a better place. 

			The worst thing that can happen to you is that you become wildly successful. I look at athletes, movie stars, successful people in finance or tech, and they’re superstars, legitimate superstars—they have legions of adoring fans who are constantly telling them how great they are. It is very difficult to stay grounded under such circumstances. I’ve had a middling amount of success—I’ve made some money, but nothing I’ve ever done has really gone hockey-stick—and it goes to your head. And a large ego can justify not-so-nice treatment of other people. Years ago, I was watching something on TV where Sylvester Stallone’s house help basically had to treat him like a god. If he entered the room, they had to bow their heads, avoid eye contact, and shuffle backwards out of the room. You may think to yourself that there is no way you would act like that if you had that kind of fame. I beg to differ. It can happen to all of us.

			I have had a tiny amount of fame. I will be walking down the street somewhere, and someone will say, hey, you’re Jared Dillian! And then they will want to take a selfie. I don’t want to leave you with the impression that this happens all the time, but I will say that it has happened 30–40 times over the years. It happened when I was on vacation in Greece. It happened, of all places, in Carmel, Indiana. It’s happened on planes and subways. I’ve had random people fist-bump me walking down the sidewalk in New York. I won’t say that it’s fun. It’s very, very weird. It’s a good opportunity to stay right-sized, is what it is. And it makes me wonder what life would be like for truly famous people, movie stars and such. You could never leave the house. It would be hell. The interesting thing is that finance is the one profession where you can have the money without the fame—and then people want the fame, too! It isn’t enough to be stupidly rich. Everyone has to love you.

			You can’t not have an ego, or else you will be a doormat. If you didn’t have an ego, you wouldn’t dare to take risks, because you would think that you were incompetent to execute on them. But there is a pretty good chance that you are not as smart, likable, or as important as you think you are. I know that is certainly the case with me.

			Leaves in a 
Swimming 
Pool

			A man stands at the edge of his swimming pool, holding a leaf skimmer. The pool was installed in 2006 when a great, expansive second floor was added to the house, increasing its value significantly. But time and the elements have taken their toll on the pool deck—the stone is marred with dirt and grime, and the outdoor furniture is faded.

			The man swings the leaf skimmer back and forth in the pool, trying to scoop up every last leaf, deposited there from the oak that hangs over the north end of the pool, mocking him. If it weren’t an oak, he would have had that tree removed long ago. “Damn all these leaves in this damn swimming pool,” he says, cursing his misfortune, thinking about all the bullshit he has to deal with on a daily basis.

			At this point his wife approaches from behind and says, “Darling… you have a swimming pool.”

			I looked it up. Eight percent of houses in the U.S. have a swimming pool, and that includes the cheap, lowbrow, above-ground types. You have a swimming pool, you are already in the top 8%. What in the actual fuck do you have to complain about? If you are in the top 8% of households in the U.S., that probably means that you are in the top 0.3% of households in the world. And you’re complaining about leaves in a swimming pool. Earth to asshole: You have a swimming pool.

			We have it so good. We have such an unbelievably high standard of living, with every technological convenience at our disposal. We have dishwashers and washing machines, and we even have these little robots that you talk to and they turn on the music. And some giant faceless corporation spent $25 billion on that gadget, losing boatloads of money on it in the hopes that you would buy their stuff. Life is awesome. Life is amazingly awesome. And this country is so rich that people in the bottom half, or even the bottom quarter, have it pretty good. There is literally nothing to complain about.

			Years ago, I used to run around with a—for lack of a better word—poorer crowd of people in Myrtle Beach. What I found by hanging out with them was that I had the most extravagant luxury problems in the world. One time I was with these people, and everyone was talking about their problems, stuff like, I can’t pay my rent, or, I might go back to jail, and I was like, “Ugh! My literary agent isn’t returning my emails!” And people looked at me like I was nuts. There is a saying: If you’re with a group of people and you all put your problems in the middle of the room in a big pile, chances are you would want your problems back. This is a pretty strong argument for not complaining about shit.

			My brother and I are like Felix and Oscar. We have a lot of things in common, especially the scatological humor and dick jokes, but in some ways we are diametrically opposed. My brother doesn’t complain about stuff—even when things are really going pear-shaped, he is always looking on the bright side and trying to spin it into a positive. This used to piss me off. And now I get it—your thoughts become your words, and your words become your actions, and if you are really a negative person, complaining about things all the time, you are going to manifest negativity in your life. If you wish for bad things to happen, bad things will happen. I have seen people do it over and over again.

			To wit: I am writing this poolside at the Condado Vanderbilt in Puerto Rico. I am on a lounge chair overlooking the damn ocean. We were assigned to Room 262. We looked out the window—we were right over the hot tub, and unfortunately, the hot tub is open until midnight. There is noise. I’m not super-sensitive to noise, but my wife is. We discussed changing rooms. We talked to our travel agent, and we learned that the hotel tried to do right by us and upgrade us to a huge suite—it just happened to be in a bad location. The last thing I want to do is put this on my travel agent who works very hard to make sure his clients are happy. It’s all good. Think of what a high-maintenance prick I would be if I threw a temper tantrum and demanded a room on a higher floor. Think of the optics of this for a second: rich guy is annoyed by voices coming from the hot tub outside his giant luxury suite. Life is pretty good—it doesn’t have to be perfect.

			My least favorite place in the world, hands down, is the Hamptons. I went once, years ago, and I will never go back (unless I have a DJ gig). And the reason I hate the Hamptons is because it is full of super-rich jackasses who think everything has to be perfect. I went to a fish shop at one point, this little place in East Hampton that sells fresh fish. I was waiting to pick up an order. A pencil-necked old guy was unhappy about the extra 30 seconds it was taking to be served, so he went behind the counter, into the freezer, and started yelling at the poor Mexican guy who worked there. I’ve seen people in the Hamptons get into fuck-you screaming matches over a parking space. It’s nuts. This magical place, where everything is absolutely perfect, and people find reasons to be unhappy. In fact, they are unhappy pretty much all the time. 

			I’ve seen the same phenomenon in Los Angeles as well. As you know, the weather in Los Angeles is perfect, every day. There are inconveniences, like the traffic, but Californians have worked hard on making California perfect, and it is pretty great. I was in a café on the ground floor of an office building (this was back in 2007 or so), and this gorgeous, impeccably dressed young woman was at the cash register, getting her lunch, and she says to the cashier, “Were you giving me attitude?” And then they got into a screaming match on a perfect day where everyone was wearing perfect clothes and smelled great and everyone had a phone number in their bank account. I was like, you people are nuts.

			I think if you grow up with not a lot, you tend to have a different perspective on this. Let’s put it this way: I wasn’t going to luxury hotels overlooking the ocean when I was a kid. Last week, I was at the construction site of my new 10,000-square-foot home, and I tripped over a piece of rebar. Punched a hole in my new $700 black suede boots. An old friend of mine says you’re allowed to be upset about something for 24 hours. I was upset for about 20 minutes. Am I really going to be the guy that complains about ruining a pair of boots on the construction site of his multimillion-dollar home? I chunked them in the trash and ordered new ones, without giving it another thought.

			I have another longtime friend who is unfailingly positive. He’s the guy who gave me DJ lessons back in 2008. Sometime around 2013, we were taking some classes at Dubspot on 14th Street in New York. Dubspot was a great electronic music/DJ school that went tits up in 2016. I was taking an Ableton class with a bunch of 13-year-old dubstep producers. Anyway, my friend and I leave Dubspot and take a cab back to his apartment. Back in his apartment, about 15 minutes later, he says, “Shit! I left my laptop at Dubspot.” At this point I’m freaking out—dude, dude, and he looks at me and says, very calmly, “I think it’s going to be okay.” I’m going nuts in the cab all the way there and his heart rate hasn’t gone up a beat. We get to Dubspot, he goes inside, and the laptop is right in class where he left it. Nothing to worry about. He says that a lot: I think it’s going to be okay. And the magic of that statement is it always is okay, and even if it’s not, it’s still okay. Bridge of Spies, starring Tom Hanks, was a decent movie, but the best part about it was the Communist spy. He’d be about to be sentenced to death for espionage, or swapped to the Russians who would torture and kill him. Tom Hanks would ask him, “Aren’t you worried?” And he’d turn around and say, deadpan, “Would it help?”

			I think this to myself when I’m on a plane and the wi-fi isn’t working. Talk about first-world problems. A real problem is if one of my cats dies. And if that doesn’t make any sense to you, change “cats” to “kids” and you will get the picture. Everything else is gravy. Go ahead. Say all the mean things you want to me on Twitter. At least I have Twitter.

			How to Handle Failure

			Writing about failure is easy, because it comes naturally to me. I have failed at nearly every single thing that I have done:

			
					First of all, I was physically abused as a child.

					I was raised by a single mother in not-quite poverty.

					I was bullied occasionally.

					I was held back a year in Little League.

					I got poor grades in middle school.

					I got poor grades in high school.

					I didn’t make the varsity baseball team.

					I got spit out the bottom of the tennis team.

					I almost got in serious trouble one time.

					I got poor grades in college in spite of having the third-highest SAT scores in my class.

					I almost got kicked out of college, which would have effectively ended my career in the Coast Guard.

					An injury ended my wrestling career.

					I was denied a command endorsement.

					I never made senior vice president at Lehman Brothers.

					I was paid half as much as my peers.

					Ultimately, I failed at Wall Street.

					I spent three weeks in a psychiatric ward.

					I have battled a variety of addictions.

					I have the slowest-growing newsletter in the history of newsletters.

					My first book was a failure.

					My second book was a failure.

					My radio show was an expensive failure.

					My essays are a failure.

					Almost none of the mountains of content I have created over the years has ever gone viral.

					My music career is a struggle, to say the least.

			

			There have been some successes along the way. But I have failed far more than I have succeeded.

			I have about 1,000 words to go. Now, I could write something treacly and embarrassing about grit and resilience, which is a fashionable thing to write about these days. There are millions of essays like that out there. They could be written by ChatGPT.

			I want to tell you that failure is really, really hard.

			One of my toughest failures was my first book, Street Freak. I had such high hopes for that book. I mean, how could a book about Lehman Brothers, released only three years after the financial crisis, on the same day that Occupy Wall Street started, underperform? I am not much for airing dirty laundry in print, but let’s just say that the book ended up with the wrong publisher and the wrong people and everything that could go wrong, went wrong. And it was heartbreaking. I was bitter about that for years. The book was remaindered, you know. I’d tell you the sales figures, but they’re pathetically low. When I tell people those sales figures privately, they’re shocked.

			And the reason they’re shocked is because that book has become part of the Wall Street lexicon, held in the same regard as Liar’s Poker and the other great Wall Street memoirs. Think of it this way: there are only a few hundred business books published by the Big Five publishers every year, mostly by people who are already famous in one way or another, and Street Freak was one of them. And it had a huge impact on people. I’ve had so many people reach out to me to share their struggles with mental health.

			So it really is a matter of framing. All the failures I listed earlier could also be viewed as successes. If I had gotten the command endorsement my first tour in the Coast Guard, I’d likely still be in the Coast Guard. Or not—if I had gone through those same mental health struggles while in the military, I would have received a lower standard of care. And I would have lost my security clearance, and bounced out of the service in ignominy. So things worked out for the best. And if I had made SVP at Lehman Brothers, I’d likely still be on Wall Street, too—and freaking miserable, and a nervous wreck. So things worked out for the best.

			When I reflect on my life, every hardship I’ve gone through, every failure I’ve experienced, has been for a reason. It wasn’t suffering for suffering’s sake. There was something I had to learn from each of those experiences. So you fail, and you learn, and you get smarter, and you fail at different things, and you learn, and you get smarter still. But you never quit. There is a time to quit, eventually, but if you quit before it’s time to quit, it’s undignified. And if you give up, and never try anything again, you are a loser. And I don’t use that word lightly.

			Writing is a particular source of suffering. Sometimes when I think about my middling writing success, I think about my favorite writer of all time: Barry Hannah, the greatest writer who ever lived, who never sold more than 7,000 copies of any of his books. And yet, many of the world’s great writers consider Barry Hannah to be their favorite writer. At the time of writing, my Substack has 5,426 subscribers. It gets a huge amount of engagement—read rates in the high 60%s, dozens upon dozens of likes, but it doesn’t grow. And somewhere out there, some 25-year-old nincompoop has clickbaited and growth-hacked his way to 50,000 subscribers. So I keep doing what I am doing, and plow forward with the idea that if you just keep putting in the time and writing something approximating literature, then good things will happen.

			In 2016, leading up to the release of my novel All the Evil of This World, I got 100 galleys printed and sent them out to luminaries in print, TV, and Twitter. I might as well have been told to go fuck myself. Nobody helped. At one point, I sent a Twitter direct message to an editor at Fortune, angling for a review, but I accidentally referred to him as an editor at Forbes in the DM. He took a screenshot and tweeted it, ridiculing me. My heart was pounding. My ears were hot. This book was shaping up to be another failure, and this asshole was mocking me. I was sitting in my office, and I remember talking to myself—I never talk to myself. I said, Get back on the horse, and set about sending out more cold DMs and emails. None of it hit. The book generated a huge amount of controversy, resulted in scores of negative reviews on Amazon, and never sold more than 3,000 copies.

			Framing: I consider it my greatest achievement, and I’m not kidding.

			Nothing I have done has ever gone parabolic, and I have done a lot of things. At the time of writing, I have a third book coming out, and a fourth. I have high hopes for the fourth. But who knows—maybe it will be yet another failure. People close to me know that I am always working on a bunch of projects simultaneously in the hopes that something will take off. Nothing ever does. But I keep trying. I never give up. And there has been a great deal of suffering along the way.

			The corollary to all of this is that suffering is how we grow. Look at any successful person, and they have scars. There is an old saying: After 20 years, he was an overnight success. Whenever we see a successful person, we don’t see the years, even decades of work that goes into it. And as for the 25-year-old nincompoops, that success is transitory. They have never experienced love. They have never experienced pain. And the first time life throws them a curveball, they’ll shrivel up and blow away. Successful people give off the impression that life is easy. But nothing could be further from the truth. They are sitting on top of a big pile of failures.

			Life hands you a bag of shit sometimes. Bad things do happen randomly, though not very often. It’s about how you clean up the mess. For as many professional failures as I’ve had, my life has been relatively free of tragedy. No car accidents, no cancer, no unexpected deaths of family members. I’ve been lucky, and some people have real problems. It really is all about your attitude. And remember, if you’re going through hell, keep going.

			Give the 
Gift of Time

			I know people have feelings about this, but I never give money to panhandlers. Never have. There are the usual concerns about how they’re probably just going to score drugs with the money, but that’s not really why. We all have a desire to help people. But a dollar doesn’t really do anything. What is needed is to take that person to rehab, get them an apartment, get them cleaned up, get them a haircut, get them new clothes, and spend six months coaching them and following them around to make sure they get a job and become a productive member of society. But nobody has the time for that shit. So they give them a dollar, not because it really accomplishes anything, but because it eases their conscience. It’s not really about the homeless person, it’s about you. We give that dollar with the idea that a dollar might momentarily ease this person’s suffering, and that is something, but maybe it does and maybe it doesn’t. Maybe it just goes to drugs. The point is, it’s not really helping.

			Help is for the people who want it, not for the people who need it.

			What is really needed is to donate time, rather than money. But that’s true of a lot of things, right? A common phenomenon among rich people is they start writing checks to a lot of different charitable organizations. Sometimes this is done with the best of intentions. Sometimes this is done with the intent to get their name on the donor wall. And rich people tend to have lots of money, but not a lot of time. For sure, the money helps. But if rich people were generous with their time, rather than their money, it would be more meaningful. 

			It applies to me as well. I have donated to a local animal shelter. Years ago, someone suggested that I put on some old jeans and a T-shirt and go down there and scoop litter boxes. Truthfully, I would make the time to do that—working with your hands gets you out of your head—but animal shelters can be very sad places. I don’t think I could handle it. So I write checks, and leave the really hard problems to someone else. That seems to be my role here. But I’m doing what all the other rich people do—donating money, not time.

			Nobody has time. People just want to throw money at a problem and hope it goes away. San Francisco has been doing this with its homeless population for decades, with little to show for it. They spend billions upon billions of dollars, and they have hundreds of mental health professionals and social workers working on this, and it seems to have the opposite effect of what is intended. Help is for people who want it, not for people who need it.

			But when I say “nobody has time,” I’m not just talking about philanthropy, I’m talking about our dealings with family and friends. The most precious gift we could give someone is our time. Say you have a cousin who is struggling financially. You could throw money at the problem, and give him five thousand bucks, which would assuage your conscience, but my guess is it probably wouldn’t help. You would be throwing good money after bad. Or you could give him the gift of time, buy a plane ticket, fly out to East Frogkick, sit down at the kitchen table, go through all his income and expenses and credit card statements, make a budget, and teach him a little discipline. 

			It could be done—few financial problems are intractable. And sometimes you offer to help and the help is refused. But nobody wants to jump on a plane and fly out to East Frogkick. Who has time for that? You have a job and a spouse and a house and some kids and some pets and church and karate or whatever else you do with your spare time, and maybe if you ignore this problem with your broke cousin long enough, it will go away. That’s the way most people behave. I’m just going to pretend this isn’t happening and maybe it goes away.

			Time is more valuable than money. Jeff Bezos donated $10 billion to fight climate change, hoping that people would think he was a little less of an asshole. Ten billion dollars. It had no effect on public opinion whatsoever. They were still putting guillotines outside his house. Now, let’s say that Jeff Bezos goes around meeting kids who are terminally ill with cancer in the hospital. How do you think people react to that? Sure, there will always be left-wing dicks who doubt his intentions, but my guess is that most people would view that pretty favorably. The difference: he is giving time rather than money.

			Jeff Bezos’s time is super important. He is being pulled in a bunch of different directions. My time is also important. Even at my level, I am being pulled in a bunch of different directions. But there are a handful of people—20, maybe—who, if they were struggling, I would be on a plane to East Frogkick to be with in a second. Or, at a minimum, I would pick up the phone. They say you really find out who your friends are in times of trouble. The people who will give you the gift of time.

			As I’ve mentioned, I spent three weeks in a psychiatric ward in 2006. Do you want to know what I remember about that experience? I remember the people who visited me. In fact, I remember everyone who helped me during that period of my life. Keep in mind that a lot of progress has been made in educating people about mental illness since then. In 2006, there was still a strong stigma. Trust me, I know exactly who visited me back then, 17 years later. I’m not friends with all of them—people go in different directions. But I will never forget that they gave me the gift of time when I was at the most vulnerable point in my life.

			You can tell a lot about someone by how they spend their time. Some people spend a lot of time with their kids—that’s their priority, and that’s fine. I spend a lot of time working (and with my cats). Some people spend a lot of time playing video games, and that says something too. If you really want to figure out why one or more aspects of your life isn’t working, make a time chart. For a week, write down what you are doing for every 15-minute increment of the day. What you will probably see is that there is a lot of time that is not well spent. You will probably see that you spend an inordinate amount of time on leisure activities, like games, sports, TV, or social media. You will also see that you do not spend as much time working as you thought. You will also see that you are really not quite as busy as you thought. There is probably someone out there who needs your help, who is explicitly asking for your help, and you say that you do not have enough time. That’s bullshit. We all have time. I swear to God, you have time. You don’t even have to get on a plane to East Frogkick. All it takes is a phone call.

			I am where I am today because of a handful of people who gave me the gift of time when I needed it the most. When you throw money at a problem, it is so… antiseptic. You lose the personal connection between the donor and the recipient, especially when the money passes through a third party, which is the reason why all social welfare programs eventually fail. And if they succeed in the meantime, it is because of the efforts of caregivers and social workers who actually give a shit. Very few problems have been solved by throwing money at them. Nearly all problems have been solved by one person spending time with another.

			This isn’t to say that you should never give money. Money has its place. But giving money is easy. You can always make more money. You can’t make more time.

			Do Hard 
Things

			Back when I was writing for Bloomberg Opinion, the one piece I wrote that went insanely viral was the one where I took a giant dump on the CFA program. That kept me busy for a couple of months. I’ve never gotten so much hate mail in my entire life, and some of it was personal. I should have expected it. People worked hard to accomplish a goal, and I told them that it was a huge waste of time. Nobody likes to hear that.

			I am a big proponent of doing hard things. Even the CFA, but we’ll return to that in a second. I am even a proponent of doing hard things for the sake of doing hard things, because it raises your self-esteem. You set a goal, you work really hard to achieve it, overcoming a bunch of obstacles in the process, and at the end of it, you look back and say, I did that. You do this once, and you do this twice, and you do this dozens and hundreds of times over the course of your life, and that is a life well lived. 

			It doesn’t have to be a professional achievement. Playing the guitar is hard. If you spend a few thousand hours learning it, and you get passably good at it, that is an achievement. Going back to school is hard. You’re an adult, you’re established in your career, and you find yourself doing homework and sitting in class with a bunch of 24-year-olds, and you jump through a bunch of hoops, and at the end of it, you get a diploma. That is an achievement. Even doing a giant fucking jigsaw puzzle is an achievement. That is probably the best example of doing something hard for its own sake—you get absolutely nothing out of it but the feeling of accomplishing something difficult.

			A funny thing about being a newsletter writer and media personality for a bunch of years is that it gives you some pretty interesting insights into human nature. I find myself constantly at odds with people who have never done hard things. The people who have done hard things—run a hedge fund, for example—generally don’t criticize, because they know how hard it is to create something. No, I have run-ins with the types of people who, when faced with a choice between something hard and something easy, took the easy path every time. When you’ve never accomplished anything, when you don’t have that lived experience, when you don’t know what it’s like to build something, it’s easy to be critical. The old saying is: Those who criticize the most, contribute the least. It is absolutely true.

			I have done many hard things in my life. One that I don’t talk about all that often was trying out for the wrestling team my senior year in high school. Yes, I waited until my senior year of high school to join the wrestling team. And it wasn’t just any wrestling team—my school had won the state championships six years in a row. It was a juggernaut wrestling team. I was pretty much a fatso at that point in my life, and I was trying to get in shape because I would be going to the Coast Guard Academy the following year. The tryouts lasted a week. A hundred kids would try out, and the workouts were so hard that typically there would only be 20–30 left at the end of the week. Incredibly, I made the team. I finished with a 4–4 JV record that year, which certainly wasn’t going to get my name on a plaque somewhere, but I did it. The tryouts were hard, but the practices were even harder. Running up and down stairs for hours, puking, it was nuts. And after I accomplished that, the Coast Guard Academy was easy in comparison. Looking back, the four months that I did wresting in high school probably had a bigger positive impact on my life than anything I have ever done. And it was so improbable—fat Mr. Magoo tries out for one of the strongest wrestling teams in the country, and makes it. I ended up dropping 27 pounds, by the way.

			And then I went to the Coast Guard Academy. Why do this to yourself? I didn’t even like the water! I did it because it was hard. Bill Clinton spoke at my graduation. After we threw our caps in the air, we tumbled into a giant scrum on the field, and I found myself face to face with my freshman roommate, who was from West Virginia. We started doing this happy-happy dance on the field, embracing each other. I remember the look on his face. We did it. Four years of bullshit, of isolation, of mental torture, and we made it. I thought at the time that it was the hardest thing I would ever do, but it wasn’t—not by a long shot.

			Sometimes doing the hard thing leads to more money. This is often the case—but not always. Sometimes people do hard things for not a lot of money. Sometimes people do hard things for the one-in-a-million shot of making a lot of money—and they fail. And that is okay, too. There is a DJ/producer who calls himself Marsh—real name Tom Marshall. The guy looks like Waldo, with his horizontal-striped shirts and round glasses. He’s got an incredible sound, a melodic mix of deep and progressive, and he is the king of the Anjunadeep label. He tours a lot. If I were to guess, he is probably making a few hundred thousand dollars a year, which is decent, but there are certainly ways to make a lot more money with a lot less work. But he’s the best at what he does, he’s famous (in certain circles), and he’s doing what he loves. I’ve seen him play live before—he sure does look like he’s having fun. It doesn’t look like a job.

			Sports are hard. I have said that I think marathons are dumb. This is true—but not the first one. You run a marathon, and then you get to say that you ran a marathon for the rest of your life. People do this, and then they put the oval 26.2 sticker on the back of their car, because they are really proud of it. I get it. You did a hard thing, and you’re proud of it. I played racquetball in Myrtle Beach from 2010–2020. I used to hit the piss out of the ball. I ended up placing third in the top division of the city-wide tournament, right before the start of the pandemic. I was pretty proud of that, but at that point I had reached the limits of my abilities. People get good at tennis, they get good at golf, they get good at jiu-jitsu, and they are proud of it. Terrific. It’s a lot of work, and remember: nobody has to do this stuff. Likewise, chess is hard. I have a lot of respect for people who are good at chess, because boy do I suck at chess. Poker is freaking impossible. I had some early success with poker and thought that I might take it more seriously, but it turned out to be a lot harder than I thought.

			And sometimes things turn out to be too hard. You do the mental mathematics and you say, well, I am going to put 10,000 hours into this, and this is what I am going to get in return, and you decide that it isn’t worth it. And you might find something enjoyable if you do it avocationally, but if you spent 10,000 hours on it, it wouldn’t be enjoyable. And that’s okay, too. I have done my 10,000 hours on music, and I can tell you that it is a grind sometimes, and while performing is fun, the gigs can be busts too. There are times when I feel like giving it up, because the work/reward ratio is so low. But it’s good for the soul.

			I have my objections to the CFA. First of all, I don’t like credentialism, and second of all, there is no discernible benefit to getting a CFA. It doesn’t really help you get a job, and it doesn’t really help you get paid more. But if I had to write that op-ed all over again, I would say that the CFA is hard, and that hard things are worth doing, and you will feel a big sense of accomplishment when you’re done. I would just rather spend my time doing other things, and that’s a matter of personal preference. But it got people thinking about their motivations for doing the CFA, which is a good thing.

			If you find your life unfulfilling, there is a 99% chance it’s because you’re not doing hard things. I don’t care if you’re making quilts. Do something hard, and try to be the best at it.

			Having a Healthy Relationship 
With Money

			There are two types of people in this world: Cheap Fucks (CFs)—people who spend a little—and High Rollers—people who spend a lot. That shouldn’t surprise anyone—we all know examples of each. What is surprising is that there are so few people in the middle. And the people in the middle, the tiny minority of them, are the only ones with a healthy relationship with money.

			I have stories. Boy, do I have stories of mind-bogglingly stupid financial behavior out of CFs and High Rollers. Unfortunately, the people involved all read my stuff so I will not be able to share them here. Maybe over drinks sometime. Let me just say that your relationship with money is important, because it affects all your other relationships. If you cheap out on college for your kids, everyone is going to end up in therapy. If you blow cash on six-figure cars when you make five figures, everyone is going to end up in therapy.

			I came from a CF family, at least on my mother’s side. There were extenuating circumstances: we lived in Connecticut, the biggest cheap fuck state in the entire country. Connecticut is filled with women in their late 50s with bowl cuts and L.L. Bean sweaters and turtlenecks calculating out 15% tips to the penny with the tip calculator cards they keep in their purse. Connecticut is the land of separate checks, Venmo-ing for gas, and paying for things with coins. You may have heard the term Nutmegger, a slightly derogatory term for a CF Connecticutian. I grew up this way. I got a passbook savings account at the age of eight, and started depositing my allowance in there. The only money I didn’t save were the quarters I plunked into the Xevious machine at the arcade. I graduated high school in 1992 with $2,000, which was compounding at eight percent. My friends blew their cash on stupid shit, and I laughed at them. This was my life.

			You might say that I had an unhealthy relationship with money. You know how you know when you have an unhealthy relationship with money? When someone borrows ten bucks off you and it causes you stress. When you give precisely zero to charity. When you get Starbucks gift cards as Christmas gifts. When paying for something, even something as simple as parking, causes you pain. You are not in control of your money—your money is in control of you. It is your master.

			I’ll go further and say that you know you have an unhealthy relationship with money when you are living below your means. When you have a seven-figure bank account, and you’re living in a 1200-square foot house and driving a Saturn of early 2000s vintage. When you shop for clothes at Target—or even Walmart. When you can afford the JW Marriott but you stay in a goddamn Super 8. When you are causing yourself discomfort in order to save money when there is really no reason to be saving money—that is how you know that you have an unhealthy relationship with money.

			The converse is also true, naturally. The High Rollers are the people who live above their means. The fancy cars, the fancy houses, the fancy vacations. The person who spends too much is a terrible cliché, because these are the people that personal finance guru Dave Ramsey shits on all the time. Yes, people spend too much money. But people also spend too little money. I bet if some social scientist ran a poll somewhere, what he or she would find is that the latter far outnumber the former. Ramsey, the dick that he is, isn’t the only one. We’ve farmed literally thousands of personal finance experts in this country, and they all say the same thing: Make your coffee at home. Consume less. By the way, the amateur personal finance expert is a thing, with the FIRE movement and Van Life. I like my personal finance like I like my porn: done by professionals.

			There is a pervasive belief that consumption is bad. This belief exists on both ends of the political spectrum. The left wants you to consume less because consumption is bad for the environment. The right wants you to consume less because luxury is considered a sin. The solution is in the middle: to consume the right amount relative to your income, and to live at your means. Not above your means, not below your means, but at your means. If you make seven figures, you should not be buying used middlebrow cars. I am morally opposed to this. Cars are the ultimate personal finance litmus test, because they’re terrible investments, what with the depreciation and maintenance, and people view them as status symbols. I will also tell you that an $80,000 car is twice as nice as a $40,000 car, which is twice as nice as a $20,000 car. It is more pleasurable to own and to drive. So if you have the money, you should buy a nice car. Stop being a cherry.

			There is another pervasive belief that people are not saving money unless they’re denying themselves small luxuries. People will be thirsty instead of spending a dollar on an Arizona iced tea at the gas station. The discomfort that they experience by being thirsty reinforces their belief that they are virtuous by forgoing consumption. I know, because I used to do this. Now, if I am hungry, I buy food. If I am thirsty, I buy something to drink. If I am sleepy, I get a hotel room. That is literally what the fucking money is for.

			Yes, there are people who have problems with spending and going into debt. They are the object of ridicule of thousands of personal finance experts. In my experience, they are not too common. If you really want to know the state of personal finance in this country, talk to a waiter or waitress, and ask about all the horrible tips they get, like when a family with three kids sits down in a place like Olive Garden, and the kids smash food into the table and leave snot and barf everywhere, and the parents leave a $4 tip. Or when 12 women go out to a sushi lunch, and get 12 separate checks, and then spend the next 15 minutes arguing about who got what roll. These people are far more common than the couple that gets a $65 dinner, slaps down a hundo, and gets in their car and leaves. We did this to ourselves—we created a nation of cheap bastards.

			So the goal here is to have a healthy relationship with money. You don’t want the porridge to be too hot or too cold, but just right. How do you know when you have a healthy relationship with money? When you no longer stress about money. People who spend too much experience stress—they’re always worried about how to make the next credit card payment. People who spend too little experience stress—they’re agonizing over every penny. The goal is not only to experience zero stress about money, but to not even think about it at all. I have an assignment for you: try to go a week without even thinking about money. I bet you can’t do it. It’s a lot harder than you think. Everywhere we go we are bombarded by financial decisions. Shit, the price of gas is high these days. Shit, Chipotle is $20 nowadays. Shit, my HOA dues went up this month. Do any of these things cause you stress? If so, that provides an insight into your psychology.

			Unfortunately, because my livelihood is tied to the financial markets, I have to think about money all the time. And sometimes I make a bad trade, and I have my ass in a sling. If I could make the same amount of money by just writing books and essays and short stories, trust me, I would. That is my curse—I think about money all the time. I even dream about it. But it’s inescapable if you live in a capitalist country. You are at the mercy of wages, and you are at the mercy of prices. I’d still rather have that than the alternative. And maybe one day I will get to the point where I can just write short stories and make a living, though I probably won’t live that long.

			Like I said in the beginning, your relationship with money affects all your other relationships. People don’t remember what you said, they remember how you made them feel. Also, separate checks are for candy-asses. I pay, then you pay. We take turns.

			American Ninja Warrior

			There are a lot of Navy SEAL books out there. People like to take life advice from Navy SEALs, I guess. Especially on Wall Street. Finance folks hold the military in high regard, especially the special forces people. If you were to identify the core competency of a Navy SEAL, it is that he can withstand a superhuman amount of physical pain—and keep pressing forward.

			I have known a handful of SEALs in my lifetime. In 2017, I think, I was at the Navy base on Coronado Island and met several of them. One of them was running an Ironman a week for an entire year. The guy was nothing special—six feet tall, maybe 185 pounds, but he probably could have killed me with his bare hands. That’s nice, I guess, but I’m not sure why we’re taking life advice from these people. And here’s the reason: just because you are physically disciplined, does not mean you are mentally or emotionally disciplined. And mental and emotional discipline is what it takes to succeed in life—not how fast you can run an Ironman.

			I know what you’re thinking—don’t you have to be mentally disciplined to be physically disciplined? Like, if you’re running a marathon (which I have) and you hit the wall (which I have), don’t you have to be mentally tough to keep running and finish the race, instead of quitting? Well, yes—but that is a specific kind of mental toughness. Having what it takes to dig deep and finish a race is, yes, mental toughness. But that variety of mental toughness doesn’t translate into other kinds of mental toughness. I have seen actual former special forces people crumble under the pressure of a trading floor, or shrivel up and die after people say mean things to them online. Just because you can run a sub-three marathon does not mean that you are going to succeed elsewhere in life. I’d repeat that sentence, but you can just go back and read it again.

			And yet for years, I saw the bulge-bracket banks wave in dozens and hundreds of military people (myself included) because they conflated being tough with being smart, or conflated being tough with having an ability to manage risk. More often than not, you had a trading floor full of money-losing tough guys. This is a generalization, and there are exceptions. I can tell you that in my personal experience at Lehman Brothers, there were far more military folks that failed than succeeded. But it never changed the mythology around tough guys, and it never changed the recruiting practices. At least by now I think the Navy SEAL books are played out.

			You want to see mental toughness, go find someone who is struggling with some hard-core mental illness (severe anxiety, severe depression, bipolar disorder, BPD, or schizophrenia, for starters) who suits up and shows up and does their best day in and day out. If you’ve ever been in the throes of it, you know. Of course, this is not to be confused with the person with mild unipolar depression who is feeling a little blue and spends two weeks on the couch watching the soaps. That’s not to belittle that person’s experiences, which are absolutely real and debilitating, but the person with severe mental illness who can dig deep and keep going in spite of that crippling psychic pain is a hero in my book. That is some Navy SEAL shit, right there. I’m not afraid of bombs and bullets—I’m really not. I’m afraid of the inside of my own head.

			But we tend to celebrate physical achievements over mental achievements, don’t we? I was scrolling through Facebook earlier today and I saw that a local friend of mine posted that he had just run his second half marathon. Not too fast, but he finished it. Bring on the likes and comments. I know this guy, and I know his personal struggles, and I can tell you on the list of his personal accomplishments, running a half marathon is far, far down the list. He’s fought some demons bigger than you or I could ever imagine, and won. But the half marathon goes on Facebook. I have a few bodybuilder friends on Facebook, too. Lots of work, lots of discipline (especially around diet—yeesh), but that don’t impress me much. Physical fitness is a funny thing—we look at someone who is fit and we make assumptions about what kind of character they have—that discipline must translate into something else, we think. Oftentimes, it doesn’t. Lots of times, these people will have 580 credit scores or failed marriages or lives in personal turmoil. Conversely, we look at someone who is a fat fuck and we make assumptions about what kind of character they have. You can’t judge a book by its cover.

			So what is toughness? I would say that toughness is persevering in the face of some pretty great obstacles. Navy SEALs get all the credit because those obstacles are visible. Let’s carry logs around and simulate drowning and sleep for two hours over the course of a week. And no, I’m not saying I can do that, because I can’t. But Navy SEALs couldn’t do what I do. And they couldn’t do what you do, either. 

			For the average person who is persevering in the face of some fairly large obstacles, those obstacles are invisible. I mentioned mental illness, but poverty is another. Whenever I hear some story about a guy who rides his bike 20 miles to get paid ten bucks an hour on a Labor Ready job, that is some perseverance right there. Raising children could be another, especially special needs children, though I have no personal experience with that. Working two jobs and going to school at the same time. The point is that toughness comes in all shapes and sizes, and I don’t particularly appreciate being lectured on toughness by some asshole who runs ultramarathons and then gets a book ghostwritten about it, or some admiral who thinks that making your bed every day is the key to success in life.

			It’s all a matter of priorities. Physical fitness just isn’t that important to a lot of people. Maybe they have other shit to do. Maybe they’re working 18-hour days. Maybe they have a family. I should add that the reason that Navy SEALs are in such good shape is because it is pretty much their job to be in shape. Even when I was in the Coast Guard, taking two hours at lunch to go to the gym was a perfectly accepted practice. I had vastly more respect for the guys and gals who got up at 3:30 a.m. to work out in the basement of their homes in New Jersey so they could be at their desk at 6 a.m. on Wall Street. I place a high value on sleep, so that is a choice I would never make. Dwayne Johnson spends a fair amount of time in the gym and eats 700 pounds of cod a year. He has a lot of money riding on it. It doesn’t mean he should be president.

			When I look around, I see a lot of tough people. I see a lot of people who are carrying burdens that none of us would be willing to carry. Those are the people who should be writing self-help books. I’ve said this before, but it applies here, too: if you’re going through hell, keep going.

			Integrity

			Integrity means a lot of things to a lot of people. I define it as: doing what you say you are going to do.

			Small example. Someone invites you to a party. You RSVP that you are going. Three hours before the party, something comes up. It is now inconvenient to go to the party. Do you stay home and take care of the minor emergency, or do you press on and go to the party, because that is what you said you were going to do?

			Big example. You get married. Hot stranger attempts to seduce you. You made a promise, right?

			An example that many of us will be faced with in the private sector: You have an employee that is doing exceptionally well at his job. You promise to give him a huge raise or bonus at the end of the year. The end of the year comes around, and the company has done not so well and there is less money to go around. You can still give him a huge bonus, but it would be problematic, because there would be less money to go around to more politically important people. Do you keep your promise?

			Let me tell you how I do things. From 2001–03, I lived in Hoboken, New Jersey, at which point I moved two towns up the road to West New York. But for a time, I was still getting my hair cut at a barber shop in Hoboken. One day I had a haircut appointment and goofed and got on the wrong bus to West New York instead of Hoboken. I got off at the first stop in Weehawken and sprinted two miles, in my suit, in the summer, so I wouldn’t miss my appointment in Hoboken. I arrived completely disheveled, dripping with sweat. I told them what happened, and they were like, dude, you could have just missed your appointment, and I said, no way was I going to miss that appointment. I do what I say I am going to do.
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