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INTRO 

You have twenty-three minutes before you need to leave 
the house. 

A normal person might make coffee, sit down, stare out the 
window, perhaps wonder why a pigeon is walking across the 
parking lot with the confidence of a regional manager. You, 
however, notice that twenty-three minutes is enough for 
almost half an episode of a podcast called How High 
Performers Use Their Mornings. Excellent. No sense wasting 
perfectly usable time on something reckless like existing. 

You press play. 

Seven minutes later, the host mentions a book about 
decision-making. You pause the podcast and add the book to 
your reading list. While doing that, you see another book you 
saved last month about attention. This reminds you of the 
online course you bought about deep work, which reminds 
you that you still have four modules left in the course about 
time management, which is somewhat awkward because 
apparently your current method of managing time involves 
buying courses you do not have time to finish. 

Still, progress is progress. 

You leave the house having learned that successful people 
protect their attention, wake up intentionally, journal 
strategically, read constantly, exercise before breakfast, 
reflect after breakfast, and possibly negotiate international 
treaties before 8:15 a.m. 

You have also forgotten your keys. 

This book is for people who have accidentally turned 
curiosity into an unpaid second job. 
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You like learning. That is not the problem. Learning is 
wonderful. It can make your work easier, your conversations 
more interesting, your decisions better, and your brain slightly 
less dependent on remembering the names of actors by 
saying, “You know, the guy from that thing.” 

The problem begins when learning stops being something 
you enjoy and becomes something you feel guilty for not 
doing. 

You finish work and think, I should use this evening well. 
You could watch a movie, go for a walk, cook something, call 
somebody, sit on the couch, or perform the ancient human 
ritual of doing absolutely nothing useful for forty-five minutes. 
Instead, a quiet managerial voice appears in your head. 

You could be improving. 

That voice has plans. 

Perhaps there is a language you should finally learn. A 
professional certificate that might be useful. A podcast 
everyone seems to recommend. A book about 
communication. Another book about money. A video 
explaining artificial intelligence. A newsletter about longevity. 
A masterclass about creativity. A twelve-part series on how 
to build better habits, which you will watch while avoiding the 
habit of going to bed on time. 

Suddenly leisure needs a business case. 

You no longer take a walk. You listen to an educational 
podcast while walking. 

You no longer cook dinner. You watch a lecture while 
chopping onions. 

You no longer drive somewhere. You complete Module 
Three. 
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You no longer clean the bathroom. You absorb an 
audiobook at 1.7× speed while scrubbing the sink, because 
apparently even removing toothpaste from ceramic must now 
contribute to your intellectual development. 

If you shower without learning anything, did the shower 
even count? 

This can look admirable from the outside. You are curious. 
Ambitious. Engaged. You want to grow. Nobody stages an 
intervention because you bought another nonfiction book. 

“Please, we’re worried about you.” 

“Why?” 

“You highlighted fifty-eight pages of The Psychology of 
Focus and then ordered three more books before reaching 
Chapter Four.” 

It sounds ridiculous because it is ridiculous. It is also 
extremely common among people who care about doing well. 

There is always something else you could know. That is the 
trap. 

For most of human history, your ignorance had practical 
limits. You did not spend Tuesday evening worrying that you 
had failed to understand behavioral economics, Korean 
skincare, negotiation theory, metabolic health, generative AI, 
personal branding, attachment styles, retirement planning, 
and the Roman Empire before bedtime. Now your phone can 
present all of those deficiencies before you have finished 
breakfast. 

The supply of potentially useful knowledge has become 
infinite. 

Your time has not. 



6 

This creates a strange psychological problem. When there 
are ten useful things you could learn, choosing one feels 
sensible. When there are ten thousand, choosing one can feel 
irresponsible. What about all the others? What if the course 
you skip contains the idea that would have changed your 
career? What if everyone else is learning faster? What if the 
future arrives on Thursday and you are the only person who 
did not watch the webinar? 

So you collect. 

You save articles. Subscribe to newsletters. Download 
samples. Create playlists. Bookmark tutorials. Buy courses 
during forty-eight-hour discounts that appear to occur every 
seventy-two hours. Your digital shelves slowly become a 
warehouse of future intelligence. 

Future you is going to be extraordinary. 

Future you is also extremely busy. 

This is where learning begins to imitate productivity 
without always producing much. Consuming information feels 
responsible because it is adjacent to action. You are 
preparing, researching, understanding, expanding your 
perspective. All respectable activities. But preparation can 
become a hiding place, especially when applying what you 
already know feels harder, riskier, or less exciting than 
acquiring one more idea. 

You can learn about exercise instead of exercising. 

You can study communication instead of having the 
uncomfortable conversation. 

You can watch videos about investing instead of finally 
organizing your actual finances. 
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You can read seventeen books about focus while checking 
your phone every four minutes. 

At some point, the library begins eating the librarian. 

There is another reason the habit becomes exhausting: 
self-improvement quietly changes the emotional meaning of 
free time. Rest starts to feel like lost potential. Entertainment 
feels slightly embarrassing. Sitting still produces the 
sensation that somewhere, someone with better discipline is 
learning Python. 

You watch one episode of a comedy and enjoy it. 

Then your brain opens the annual performance review. 

Interesting use of fifty-two minutes. 

Nothing ruins relaxation quite like an internal middle 
manager carrying a clipboard. 

Eventually, even learning becomes less enjoyable because 
you are no longer following interest. You are servicing an 
obligation. Books become assignments. Podcasts become 
nutritional supplements for the brain. Courses pile up like 
unopened mail. You may even start consuming information 
faster—not because you are fascinated, but because you 
want to get through it. 

Two-times speed. 

Skip introduction. 

Skip examples. 

Skip story. 

Excellent. You have now efficiently removed most of the 
reasons anyone made the content understandable. 
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This book is not going to tell you to stop learning. That 
would be a strange solution, like treating an overflowing 
closet by becoming a nudist. 

The goal is to put learning back in its proper place. 

You will learn how to tell the difference between genuine 
curiosity and anxiety wearing glasses. You will see why 
collecting information can feel safer than using it, why 
unfinished courses create mental clutter, and why the belief 
that every spare moment should improve you eventually 
makes ordinary life feel suspiciously unproductive. 

More importantly, we are going to make this practical. 

We will build a way to decide what deserves your attention 
and what can remain beautifully unknown. You will learn how 
to choose fewer things without feeling that civilization is 
advancing without you, how to finish or deliberately abandon 
what you start, how to create free time that does not require 
educational justification, and how to use what you already 
know before importing another truckload of advice. 

There will also be a plan for the inevitable moment when 
you open YouTube “just to look up one thing” and emerge 
forty-five minutes later considering a certification in marine 
biology. 

Because the goal is not to become less curious. 

It is to stop treating your entire life like orientation week for 
a job that never starts. 

You are allowed to learn because something fascinates 
you. You are allowed to learn because it helps solve a real 
problem. You are also allowed to close the book, remove the 
headphones, ignore the course, and spend an evening doing 
something that produces no measurable improvement 
whatsoever. 
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Your brain does not need continuing education credits for 
watching a sunset. 

And if that sentence made you think, Actually, I wonder 
whether there’s a good podcast about the neuroscience of 
sunsets, we have some work to do. 
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Chapter 1 - When Curiosity Gets a 
Timesheet 

You sit down on Saturday morning with coffee and no 
urgent responsibilities for the next hour. This should be 
pleasant. 

Instead, your brain notices the vacancy. 

We could learn something. 

Not because there is a specific problem to solve. Not 
because you are fascinated by anything in particular. The 
hour is simply empty, and empty time has started making you 
nervous. Within minutes you are scrolling through saved 
videos with titles like 10 Skills Everyone Will Need by 2030, 
The Morning Routine That Changed My Life, and Why You’re 
Learning Wrong. 

That last one feels especially threatening. 

Apparently you have even been failing at learning. 

You choose a forty-minute video about how to learn more 
effectively. Fifteen minutes in, the speaker recommends a 
note-taking system, so you pause the video to research note-
taking systems. One article recommends an app. The app has 
seventeen templates. You watch a tutorial about the 
templates. 

By lunchtime, you have learned nothing you originally 
intended to learn, but your infrastructure for future learning 
could support a small university. 

This is the first thing to understand: the problem is not 
curiosity. 

Curiosity says, “That looks interesting.” 


