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Introduction
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It is a capital mistake to theorize before one has data. Insensibly one begins to twist facts to suit theories, instead of theories to suit facts. –Sherlock Holmes, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle

We’ve long been fascinated by the science of rational deduction, deductive reasoning, mentalism, and other practices that one can reasonably approximate the act of mind reading on an unsuspecting victim. I’m not here today to promise you such superpowers instantly, nor am I here to dissuade you from your quest to acquire them. Let this book be more of a stepping stone in your journey toward a perfect consciousness and let me humbly guide you as far as I—in my limited human faculties—can take you.

Before you think too greatly or too lowly of me, allow me to lay bare the extent of my promises to you, dear reader. In the title, I promised to teach you “how to read people like a book,” and while I swear to the best of my ability to do just that, I warn you that the “book” is not akin to any fairy tale or other children’s story. No, in this book, you’ll learn to read people to the degree to which you might read Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time, or perhaps Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace—in its original Russian. That is to say that any reading of another person—no matter how skilled the observer—is likely to be complicated, arduous, and especially slow going.

As much as one might prefer to possess the effortless brilliance of Sherlock Holmes or some modern mentalist like James W. Williams, the truth is that when we allow ourselves to piece together tiny clues in hopes of forming a perfect image of a person, we leave ourselves open to the corrupting influence of extrapolation. We make up stories to fit the details we see and upon such a narrow viewing of our subject, we lose sight of the bigger picture and allow those pieces that don’t fit our constructed narrative to be lost. 

Therefore, dear reader, throughout the course of these pages, let me impart on you as many facts as I dare, lest you make a “capital mistake.”
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You Are Bad at Reading People 
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With this statement, I don’t mean to imply anything about your intelligence. In fact, if you could look me in the eye and state, “Honestly, I have trouble reading people sometimes”; I would place far more trust in you than I would in a self-described empath or other person prone to such delusions of exceptionality, especially in a world where we are all bad at understanding one another. 

In his book, Talking to Strangers, Malcolm Gladwell posits the rather simple theorem that none of us are particularly good at gauging the behavior of people we don’t know. We aren’t even especially skilled at identifying deception in those with whom we associate. Gladwell brings up high-ranking CIA operatives, world leaders, business managers, and some of the smartest, uniquely intelligent people in the world who were duped by liars that were in no way “special” or “gifted” in the art of deception. 

Let me recount to you a story from my younger years. In my final semester of university, I became fast friends with a fellow we’ll call Frederick. Frederick is relevant for two reasons. First, he’s precisely the friend who turned me off the idea of self-described empaths; second, he managed to best pull the wool over my eyes for the longest time. 

Prior to the fall term, Frederick and I both found ourselves in need of new accommodations, and given our friendship, it seemed a match made in heaven. Frederick revealed to me that he was something of an “empath” and had numerous issues with his previous roommates. He was afraid to return home many nights because he could “feel” their dislike of him emanating throughout the shared space. He claimed that he owed them rent money that he couldn’t afford to repay, and they had harbored a mild contempt for him ever since. 

At the time, I was a sympathetic, gullible man and easily drawn in by Frederick’s deception. I assured him that if he ever found himself short on rent, I wouldn’t mind making up the small difference without holding it against him. Here, I erred terribly in favor of my naive optimism because when he said he had fallen somewhat behind, what he meant to say was that he had not paid rent at all in the half a year he lived there. 

Frederick continued his games for the next four months before I finally caught on. I remind you, again, how incredibly naive I was at this time and beg you not to cast too harsh a judgment. In that time, Frederick had succeeded only once in paying rent—specifically in a month that I had asked him to contribute double since he had missed the previous two—while simultaneously making use of every excuse possible as to why the money wasn’t forthcoming. He claimed his father had gained access to his bank accounts and stolen the funds. He claimed he’d paid the landlord directly, although the poor old woman hadn’t received a penny. He made a thousand excuses, and like a sap, I gave him the benefit of the doubt again and again. 

It was only after Frederick offered to move out—leaving behind a small mountain of trash and debris that he promised to clean but never did—that it truly occurred to me how I’d been had. News reached (not one, but two) previous roommates who were kind enough to reach out to me with nearly identical tales of deception, and I was able to accept that the person I believed to be my friend was only interested in abusing my generosity. 

I don’t bring up this memory because it’s something that I’m proud of, nor because I enjoy making myself the victim, but rather, it’s to illustrate the principle that Gladwell describes in his book as something akin to “optimistic rationalization.” 

When it came to Frederick, or any of the other much more high-profile examples Gladwell discussed, the signs were always there, but we, as humans, are wired to trust one another far past the point of reason. If we can explain away behavior that we deem aberrant, we do. I did. You may have done the same. The shame of admitting we were wrong is temporary in the face of learning how to improve. 

Still, is the point of this book to teach you to never trust another? Is a solitary life of cold, lonely safety worth the safety gleaned from holding every person at arm's length until the end of time? Dear reader, I hope never to make you feel as though such a reality is preferable. 
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