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Preface

I captured everything because I was afraid to decide.

That sentence was recorded on a walk, about a folder of five hundred and thirty wedding photographs, a month after the wedding was over and the invoice was paid. It turned out to be about everything: seven jobs in seven years, a year of artificial intelligence tools, twenty years of beginnings. This book is the argument that sentence started.

Here is the argument in one line: ending things is available to anyone; closing them is a skill. A project can be delivered, paid, and archived, and still sit open in you for years, because ending is a fact about files and closing is a fact about structure. I had the first. I did not have the second.

The book walks in four movements. First, the wound: one wedding, told from the dated record. Second, the machines: three corporate employers and an artificial intelligence stack, each running the same unshaped software on the same wet hardware. Third, the method: a short book called Shape Up, three rooms for three kinds of thinking, and a workflow that puts artificial intelligence to work instead of being worked by it. Fourth, the proof: a practice, kept.

Every detour is evidence. Every quotation is from the archive, dated and source-anchored. Company names are real. The names of colleagues and private clients have been changed. The method is not asserted. It is shown, once, on a real project, against a deadline that held.

If you have a folder that will not close, this book is about why. And about the deciding.




Part  I


1 The Wedding Disaster

The project failed before it began, at the moment I said yes without deciding what the work was.
I am walking along the creek in the rain, dictating a note, and I am trying not to think about the wedding.

The creek is where I go when the apartment gets too small. That summer I had started naming my routes after the animals I saw on them, the bunny route, the crow route, and this was the bunny route, past the blackberry bushes, under the alder trees, the water running brown and fast after the sprinkles. I had a coffee from the shop on 23rd going cold in my hand. I had my phone in the other hand, thumb on the red button, doing the thing I had done for years: narrating my life into a machine because the machine never asked me to be coherent.

What I did not know, walking that creek, was that the wedding was already over. The photographs were delivered. The gallery link had been sent, and re-sent, and fixed, and sent again. The couple had the files. And the couple had said nothing.

This is a book about why. Not why they said nothing. I will never know why they said nothing, and neither will you. Why the project became what it became. Why a competent photographer with good gear and a kind bride and a paid invoice turned one summer day into a month of bleeding, and called the result, in his own notes, a sad end.

I want to start where the record starts.



On the sixteenth of July, a month before the wedding, I recorded this:

"I need to communicate with that wedding client potentially. And if I don't really get a payment for that before or by the wedding, I'm going to fail."

I was broke in the specific way I was always broke, which is to say I was employed in four directions and solvent in none. I worked at a law office. I shot jobs when they came. I built websites and wrote scripts and applied to jobs on three platforms every day. A week later, walking home in the heat, I said it plainly into the phone: "Running out of money again. Scared for the month."

The wedding was booked for the tenth of August. A couple, an older couple, at a place called Ecotrust in Portland, in the middle of what would turn out to be a heat wave. I had agreed to shoot it before I had decided what shooting it meant. That sentence is the whole chapter. I agreed to the work before I had decided what the work was.

I want to be fair to the man who made that agreement, because the book will ask me to be fair to everyone. He was not lazy and he was not naive. He had been a creative director at a resort photo studio in Maui, years before, running family portraits on the beach: fixed setting, fixed product, the gallery out the same week. He had known what shaped photography looked like. He had never once applied the shape to his own business. The shape lived in other people's resorts. His own work lived in a different country with no laws.

In mid-July I went to the prep meeting and wrote down what I always wrote down. "Have a meeting this afternoon for a wedding. Client job." And underneath that, because the notebook held everything: I needed to put together a short draft of photos for a look book. I needed to find portfolio images. I needed to work on my catalog, which had, in my own words, many issues.

The catalog had many issues. The business had no shape. These were the same fact.



On the first of August I sat down and wrote my pricing philosophy, and I am going to quote it the way I wrote it, because no one can summarize this better than I already did:

"I should always bill at or above a certain price and then provide 'tremendous discounts'... for instance, a $5,200 price reduced to $1,400 with a friends and family discount."

Read it again. The price was $5,200. The price was also $1,400. The plan was to always bill at or above a certain price and then reduce it, which means the certain price was never the price, which means there was no price. I had built a pricing philosophy whose entire function was to make the price undecidable. I did this, as far as I can tell, so that no conversation with a client would ever have to contain the sentence this costs X. The discount did the deciding for me, except the discount was also me.

In the same memo I gave myself a new rule. I wrote: "no fancy decisions is the new rules."

I want to sit with that for a second, because I did not. No fancy decisions. The rule was right. It was the entire book, two years early, in four words: decide less, ship more, stop treating every choice like the whole year rested on it. And I applied it to fonts. I applied it to layout. And then I walked away from it and went back to treating every photograph in a five-hundred-photo folder like the wedding itself rested on it, one at a time, for a month.

The same week I reserved the lens, "reserve 24 to 70 lens rental today," and the next day I paid for it, "pay the money to rent the lens for the day... the 24 to 70 is the best choice for me." Good decision, quickly made. The gear got the decisiveness the project never did.

Nine days before the wedding I sat down to chase the deposit. The first draft of the email was a mess, and I know because I kept the second draft, the cleaned one: "I have the date reserved in my calendar, but I wanted to follow up to confirm your booking... I typically require a deposit once we have a signed agreement... The remaining balance would then be due in full by your wedding date."

A deposit. An agreement. A balance due by the date. Reading it now, it sounds like a professional. It was the shape, showing up in an email, uninvited, doing its best. Here is the thing about that email: the words deposit and signed agreement were appearing nine days before the wedding, for a booking made weeks earlier. The shape arrived, but it arrived late, and it arrived by hand, and it had to be drafted twice.

They paid me on the day. I want the record to show that. Eighteen hundred dollars, on the day, in the heat, and the fear I had voiced in July, that I would fail without a payment, resolved itself right there. The money was not the wound. Hold that thought, because almost everything that follows is me treating the money as if it were the wound, when the wound was everything I had never decided.



Three days after the wedding I sent the thank-you email. "I hope you made it through the heat wave," I wrote. "I had a great time at your wedding. Thank you very much for having me there to photograph it. The photographs are looking very nice. I have them on my computer and backed up. I am working through them now and beginning to edit them over the last two days."

The photographs are looking very nice. The edit had not begun. But the sentence structure was doing what my sentences always did in August: reporting the project as healthy in the present tense while the project was still an infant, because an infant can be anything.

Six days after the wedding, at 4:35 in the afternoon, I finished the first color pass and set the number that would govern the next month. I wrote: "I had just finished a color, edit round one on 530 photographs from last Sunday's wedding at Ecotrust. Editing is slow. Triage photos is slow."

Five hundred and thirty photographs. I want to be precise about where that number came from, because the book will need the mechanism, not just the symptom. I shot five hundred and thirty frames at one wedding because I had never decided how many frames a wedding was. The number existed nowhere in advance: not in an agreement, not in a shot count, not in a package. A shaped photographer shoots to a list. I shot to a mood. Every moment felt worth capturing because capturing cost nothing at the moment of capture, and the cost was waiting for me at 4:35 on a Wednesday, dressed as a folder.

Two days later I did something that still surprises me. I made a plan. I sat down and wrote the best plan of my life, and I am going to quote it, because it is the moment in the whole record where the right answer was in my hands:

"Here's the real challenge: 530 photos. That's too many... The Top 120... go through Luminar for noise reduction, then into Photoshop... These become the final 'wedding package.' The Supporting 400... a light batch adjustment."

The Top 120. The Supporting 400. A named package. A division between the images that deserved hours and the images that deserved minutes. That is a shaping decision, rough, solveable, bounded, and I made it, on paper, eighteen days in. And then I did not do it. The final delivery was not 120 photographs. It was not the package. The final delivery was five hundred and twenty-five, every frame I could not bring myself to exclude, and I will spend the rest of this book trying to explain why a man who found the right answer in August could not make himself keep it in September.

In the same memo I diagnosed the shoot itself, accurately and too late: "If I had pushed more people outdoors, I could have worked with better natural light. I was too easygoing about letting moments unfold wherever they happened." And then, at the end of that same recording, walking home with the camera on my shoulder, I said the sentence that this whole book is built to answer: "Man, if I had a wedding and a part-time job every month, I could make a life. What is a life? Why can't I have one? I don't get it."



The slog is not one memory. It is a stack of dated notes, and I am going to read the stack, because the dates are the argument.

August 21, from the coffee shop, mid-fork between two editing programs: the render is "okay. It's probably not worth the time... I could probably just do better ultimately or more flexible... by spending more of the alteration time in Lightroom." I was now optimizing software, in week two, instead of finishing photographs. The same memo contains the plans for a stock-photo platform: my own Getty Images, a server, a licensing page, a price of three hundred and fifty dollars a picture, quote, "no one's going to do that." I was building imaginary infrastructure on top of a real deadline. The tool-chase was not a break from the failing project. It was part of the failing, and I did not see it, and I wrote it all down.

August 22, 8:22 in the morning, at the desk: "Two weeks deep into editing these photos, and the pace feels slow... Deliver something like what I did with Pacific Dream: fast, simple, and good enough. Not a timeless classic, just something clean and professional that gets out the door quickly."

Read that against the Top 120 plan. The man knew. Twice, in writing, he described the bounded version, the package, the fast clean delivery, and twice the description did not survive contact with the folder. The same morning he noticed something else, in passing, that belongs to a later chapter of this book: "the 2015 version of Photoshop seems to be just as good of a content aware fill as what I'm doing in 2025 with much slower more modern AI generative software." Even his software complaints were the same shape: the new thing promises and costs; the old thing just works; and the difference never quite adds up to a decision to stop.

August 26, 1:02 in the afternoon, at the coffee shop, looking at the wedding folder: "Trying to slog through. Not ready emotionally for a brush edit. Slow moving. Not rewarding. Losing money soon. Hmm."

Not rewarding. There it is, the true cost, stated in five words and a punctuation mark. Not the lens rental. Not the hours. The project had stopped paying me in the only currency that keeps a project alive, and I kept going anyway, because stopping required a decision about what done looked like, and that decision had never been made, and an undecidable project cannot be finished, only abandoned or exhausted.

August 27, 4:58 in the morning, awake in the dark: "The wedding photo project... is OK, but it is running up in hours, and I am still not done... I should make a plan for the month. A real plan."

A real plan. The plan for the month being made at the end of the month, about a project that was now three weeks old, at four in the morning, by a man writing his second real plan about the same folder.

September 5: "I'm behind on delivering 560 edited photos with a tomorrow deadline." Note the number. It is 560 now. It was 530 in August. The deliverable had grown in the folder like a debt. And in the same note, the first clean sentence of self-diagnosis I managed: the wedding was a blessing, "but it is a lot of work though, man. To the extent that I'm not actually a good businessman and I'm probably like a photographer in terms of the amount of work versus the product that I can put together or put out."

September 8, the reckoning, in my own voice: "It has to end because I've spent too much of my money on it as in time... It's been a month now, so it's been four weeks. And I really probably would have charged about two grand by now... I've done a lot more work than that on this project so far, so it's silly of me to do it that way." And the landing, the sentence I would put on the cover if covers could hold this much quiet: "I have a package of a wedding that's a lot for an $1,800 wedding."

An $1,800 wedding.

The numbers drifted as the month went: five hundred and thirty shot, five hundred and sixty promised at the deadline, five hundred and twenty-five finally sent, and the drift was itself the diagnosis. The count was never decided, so the count kept moving. The pricing philosophy from August 1, bill high, discount down, never decide,, had produced exactly what it was built to produce: a price that described nothing, a month of labor no price covered, and a man doing arithmetic out loud at week four to discover what week one should have decided.

September 11, 3:15 in the morning, the project put to bed: "Worked on PDF book for wedding. Taking too long... put this project to bed now it is not important. Sad end to this. It should have been done in several days. Too slow to process. Not enough money. Should be around five grand. Takes about a month to complete and if it's not more money, then it just doesn't pay to do it."

It should have been done in several days. Should be around five grand. The shape, again, arriving at the funeral, accurate to the end. And underneath it, the line that ties the wedding to everything else in this book: "I have still not paid my rent for September. I am waiting for the paycheck." The wedding had been paid in full, on the day. The money was gone before the edit was, because the machine it fed had never been shaped either.

September 14, the second delivery: "Updated 4K Wedding Slideshow Available... This version fixes the dropped frame problems in the transitions of the 1st HD version." I sent the work twice. The first version had dropped frames, because of course it did; a project with no shape ships with its shapes missing, and I re-rendered the whole thing rather than decide what was wrong, because re-rendering was a task and deciding was not.

September 21: "Wedding photos delivered... yielding 'no acknowledgment, no thank you, probably no proper download or consideration'... it's a slight that cuts deeper than professional disappointment; it's another symbol of creative aspirations that don't render into anything fruitful."

That was the last note. Sixty-seven words about the wound, written a week after the wound closed. The couple never said anything. I do not blame them; the book is not about them; they paid, on the day, what was asked. The silence just sat there at the end of the folder, where the thank-you was supposed to be, one more undeliverable.



Here is where I have to zoom out, because a wedding folder is never only a wedding folder. I had been here before. Not at this wedding. At this shape.

A year and a half earlier, in March of 2024, I had walked another Portland route in the rain, worrying a different folder: the resume. Seven positions in seven years. Each one started the way the wedding started: yes first, shape later. I stood in a hotel shower in San Jose, before the Williams Sonoma contract, and said the sentence this book keeps returning to: "I just don't feel like I care that much." I thought it was about the heat. It was about the shape, every time; I did not have the word yet, so the sentence came out about the shower.

I had said it into a phone in Oregon, too, on a walk from an even earlier year, and if I could play you that memo you would hear the same cadence as the wedding notes: "A lot of the last 20 years has been like a depression." Twenty years. The wedding folder was one month long and twenty years deep, which is why a sane man can drown in it.

And once, I had not drowned. In October of 2015, I walked the rim of a dry lake in eastern Oregon with my father: Hart Mountain, the playa below, coyote hills in the distance, and the trip had a beginning, a middle, and an end, because trips do. We camped. We photographed. We drove home. Nobody had to decide anything at 3:15 in the morning, because the shape of a camping trip is older than my ability to ruin it. I keep that trip in the book for the same reason I keep Maui in it: proof, from my own archive, that I have known bounded things and loved them. The shape was never foreign. It was just never mine to keep.



I am still walking along the creek. The rain has thinned to the kind of mist that does not decide to be rain. Somewhere behind me the folder is closed, the gallery link has expired or not, the couple is living their married life with or without five hundred and twenty-five photographs of it, and none of that is the thing I am carrying.

The thing I am carrying is smaller and heavier: a month of my own voice, dated, proving that I knew, twice, in writing, and did not. That is the fact this book cannot get around. Not that I lacked the answer. That the answer was not enough.

The creek keeps moving. I keep walking. Nothing has been decided, and now I know the name of the thing that decides, except I do not know the name yet. I will spend the corporate years learning why the name never arrived, and the method chapters learning what the name is. For now it is enough to say the truest sentence I own, the one I said on another walk, about another folder, in another year, not knowing it was about all of them:

I captured everything because I was afraid to decide.




2 Open Loops, Closed Loops

The mind does not close what the hands have not finished. This chapter gives the failure its name.
The morning after the creek walk, I sat down at the desk to close the wedding folder, and I did everything else instead.

The desk was the battle station: my own name for it, in my own notes: the MacBook Pro open in the center, the other screens alive around it, coffee going cold at the elbow. The wedding folder sat open in one window. I want to be precise about what happened next, because precision is the only apology this chapter can offer. I opened the folder. I closed the folder. I opened the job boards. I closed the job boards. I checked email. I opened the folder again. Nothing in this paragraph is a dramatization. It is the behavior I recorded about myself, in August, while it was happening: "I delay to much. I see work and I let it sit." And on a worse day, the summary I gave the log: "Dillydally all day. No real success at going out."

The actual labor of that morning was not the wedding folder. It was the mail merge. I had an outreach script I was building, emails to contacts, lists of lists, and it was broken, and fixing it had become the work. My own note from the seventh of August: "Working on mail merge. Not much good. Errors. Receive side errors boo sad, shows purple right onwards. Like bad code in text. Trying to debug. Or redraft."

Boo sad. I kept that in the log. I was debugging the tool that was supposed to do the outreach, instead of doing the outreach, instead of editing the photographs, instead of closing the folder. Each layer of substitution felt like progress because each layer produced a problem small enough to solve. The folder produced no solvable problem. It produced a loop.

Exhibit one, then, was not the folder. Exhibit one was the list. Every morning that August, my log opened with the same block, carried forward day after day, a fossil record of intention: Start tax documents today. Wipe and clean faders of dust for the xtouch. Organize photo keywords. Configure HubSpot. Export Zed docs. Send resume and bio. Clean Lightroom metadata. Some of these items I can date across weeks: the same line, the same task, re-copied into a new day like a debt rolled into a new month. The to-do list is supposed to be the instrument of closure. Mine had become the archive of loops. Nothing on it was hard. That was the trap. The pull of an open loop has nothing to do with difficulty. It has to do with the fact that it is open.

Exhibit two was the vigil. At eleven o'clock at night that same week, I did not open the folder. I ran a disk check. My note: the MacBook Pro "running a long SSD disk check... to find the file structure and then repair the directories and then will have working drive again." A dying drive is a real problem, and I do not regret the hour. But I noticed, even then, the shape of the evening: the repair had a progress bar, and the folder did not. The machine could be fixed in one night. The project could not be fixed at all, because fixing was not its problem. Closing was its problem, and closing had never been scoped.



I need to name the thing, because the naming is the chapter.

An open loop is any commitment that has been made, to a person, to a task, to a version of yourself, that has not been discharged. The wedding folder was the freshest one, but it was not the largest, and it had not arrived alone. That summer I had written out the whole inventory without knowing what I was writing. It was the fourth of August, evening, and I was trying to build a business out of contacts and scripts, and the log says: "Too many ambient low signal things going on too many computers too many raspberry pies too many accounts too many email addresses to my CRM's."

Too many ambient low signal things. Read it as a census. The computers, the single-board machines, the accounts, the addresses, each one a loop opened by a version of me that was sincere and is gone. The domain I registered for a stock-photo platform that would be my own Getty Images, priced at three hundred and fifty dollars a picture, by my own admission never to be bought. The newsletter infrastructure. The licensing page. The CRM that held no relationships. Every one of them had consumed a real evening and discharged nothing, and they sat in the apartment humming, ambient, low-signal, open.

And under the inventory, the sentence that matters most, from an earlier walk: "I am not succeeding at publishing what I capture total. I don't refine and deliver what I have edited." There it is, the master loop. Capture was never the problem. I could capture all day: five hundred and thirty frames, seven jobs in seven years, twenty years of beginnings. The failure was always downstream of capture, at the point where a captured thing becomes a finished thing and a finished thing becomes a delivered thing. The loop stayed open at the exact step that required a decision about what done looked like. I did not lack output. I lacked closure.

The wedding was the loop that taught me the difference between ending and closing. Mechanically, it ended. The photographs were delivered in September, a gallery, a download, a book PDF, and then, because the first slideshow had dropped frames, delivered again. That was an ending: the files moved, the link worked, the checkbox could be checked. But a week later I made the last note of the whole project, and it said: "no acknowledgment, no thank you, probably no proper download or consideration." The work had ended and the loop had not closed. Something in me was still waiting: for a thank-you, for a complaint, for any signal at all that would discharge the last four percent of the project, the part that lives in the space between shipped and witnessed. That waiting is not vanity. It is the structure of the open loop. An open loop is a promise the world has not yet acknowledged, and the mind keeps the promise warm at whatever it costs.

I tried to close it by declaration. At 3:15 in the morning on the eleventh of September, out of hours and out of money, I wrote the epitaph myself: "put this project to bed now it is not important." It should have been done in several days, I wrote. Should be around five grand. It does not pay to do it. Every clause was accurate. And I will tell you what I noticed, that autumn morning at the battle station, with the folder open in the window and the cursor blinking: the declaration had not worked. I had put the project to bed in writing, and it was awake in the next room. That is when I understood that closure is not a mood and not a memo. It is a structure. And I did not have one.



So why does the mind keep pulling? This is the question the desk was asking, and it is old enough to have a literature.

In 1927, a Lithuanian psychologist named Bluma Zeigarnik sat in a café and watched the waiters. A waiter could take an enormous order, ten tables, dozens of items, no pad, and hold it perfectly, until the bill was paid. The moment the account closed, the order evaporated. Open tabs were vivid; settled tabs were gone. Her experiments confirmed the pattern: unfinished tasks are remembered better than finished ones, held in a kind of mental custody until they are discharged or abandoned. The popular version of her finding says twice as well: twice as many details, roughly double the memory. Modern reviewers have walked the number back. A correction published in 2025 by Ghibellani and Meier found the famous two-times figure unreliable, built on thin data and decades of citation. But the correction did not kill the effect. It killed the precision. The pull is real. The waiters were real. You carry your open loops in a way you do not carry your closed ones, and the carrying costs you something every day.

David Allen, who built an entire productivity practice on this observation, gave the cleanest definition I know. "Anything that does not belong where it is, the way it is, is an open loop." Read it again and watch the desk rearrange itself. The folder that does not belong open belongs somewhere, delivered, archived, deleted, decided, and until it is somewhere, it stays where it is, on the screen, in custody. The tax documents that do not belong in April belong in a filing state, and so they reappear in every morning's log. The resume that does not belong on version fifty-six belongs on version done. I had spent years treating this drift as a character flaw: procrastination, dilly-dallying, the word I kept using. It was not a flaw. It was a bookkeeping fact. The commitments were entered; the discharges were not; the balance carried forward. Nobody's mind closes a loop that has not been closed. The mind files what the hands have finished.

My loops were not random, and this is where the chapter turns toward the rest of the book. Trace them and they cluster at the same junction, every time: the moment a thing must be defined in order to be finished. The 80GB of duplicate photographs I kept for years because deletion was a decision. I have said I was scared to delete; what I was scared of was the deciding. The pricing philosophy that could not settle on a price. The Top 120 plan that could not survive the folder. The month of August, when I wrote, "I should make a plan for the month. A real plan," and the real plan, you will notice, was itself a task, a loop, one more open item whose completion would merely generate the next list. Planning had become my favorite loop-substitute, because a plan is a loop that feels like closure while obligating nothing.

And here is the part I could not see from the desk: I did not invent this machinery. I walked out of it every morning.

A corporate office is an open-loop machine by design. I had spent years inside them, and I will spend the next several chapters inside them again, because the machine deserves its own evidence. But the shape is nameable now, from the desk. A Jira board of green and yellow dots is a wall of open loops with my name on some of them and no one's name on others, and the board never closes; it only scrolls. A change log that only grows is a promise that every past request is still owed something. A meeting that exists to schedule the meeting is a loop manufacturing itself: I have this from an Apple onboarding, where the organizer's calendar had grown so tangled that the invitation went out: please don't call the 2:30 meeting. A meeting to cancel a meeting. The loop had achieved self-sufficiency.

David Graeber gave the machine its sharpest name. In his taxonomy of bullshit jobs, the taskmaster is the employee whose whole function is to create work for others: to generate loops, to hand them down, to check that they remain open. Not the work of making anything. The work of making work. Once you have seen the desk from inside, you recognize the office immediately: it is the same battle station at scale, the same ambient low-signal hum, the same list carried forward, the same 3:15 AM realization that the project should have taken several days. The tools differ: my loops lived in a folder and a to-do app; theirs live in epics and dashboards, but the custody is identical. Open loops are kept warm. Closed loops are not rewarded. And a person can be employed for years as the custodian of loops that were never meant to close.

I want to be careful here, because the corporate chapters will make this case with documents, and this chapter only needs to open the door. The claim is not that companies are evil and desks are innocent. The claim is smaller and stranger: the open loop is the native unit of both. My folder and their epics run the same software on the same wet hardware. The difference is that one machine is a person and the other is a building, and the building has more screens.

And yet even inside the machine, one ritual closes on schedule. A signing. People sit down at eleven. The witnesses sign. By noon the document is scanned, split, and sent, and the loop is shut. Everything around the signing is fog. The signing itself is a shaped project wearing a suit.



I closed the folder window that morning. I want to report it honestly, the way the runbook of this book requires: the window closed, and the project did not. The project had closed weeks earlier, in September, in every sense the files could measure, and the pull was still there at the desk in the autumn: warm, ambient, low-signal, mine. The window was not the loop. The window was only where the loop kept its face.

That is the fact the corporate chapters are built on, and the fact the method chapters are built against: ending things is available to anyone; closing them is a skill. I had ended a hundred things. I had closed almost none. And the difference between those two verbs, the difference the waiters knew, the difference the folder taught me at 3:15 in the morning, is the difference this book is about.

The cursor blinked. The list waited. I picked up my notebook and wrote down the truest thing I had, the same thing I always wrote, in case writing it discharged something: "Times fly by. Month of July's fly by. My bills are stacking up."

The loop stayed open. Now, at least, it had a name.




Part  Ii


3 The Scramble and the Empty Epic

A company can hire a man to fix its waste and be unable to tell him what the work is. This chapter is the proof, from inside the room.
The conference room has fifteen people in it and nobody knows why they are all there.

I am at the far end of the table with a notebook open and a pen in my hand. I have been a contractor at Williams Sonoma for four days. I am still trying to figure out which building is which, which badge reader works, which Slack channel I am supposed to mute. The person at the head of the table is trying to explain who is responsible for what, and the explanation is circular.

"So," she says. "I'm not even sure if you know all the different teams on the production side. Okay, I guess, so we're the projects team."

I write this down. Names I will forget by lunch. Acronyms I do not understand. After twenty minutes, I still do not know what my job is.

I ask a direct question.

"What is your responsibility in accomplishing the outcome of that piece?"

The answer comes back like a ricochet.

"Well, there's a problem. It's another person's problem. They say I'm having a problem. Is it, do you have to fix the problem? Do you have to say, hey, other resource, you fix the problem?"

I write this down too. I think I have asked the wrong question. I think if I can find the right words, the diagram will make sense. I do not yet know that the diagram is the problem. That circular responsibility is not a bug. It is the operating system.

I look around the room. The screen behind the speaker is full of Jira tickets. Green dots, yellow dots, red dots. Nobody mentions blockers. When asked, the answers are vague. The meeting moves in circles. I check my phone. Forty minutes have passed. I have learned three acronyms and one person's name.

I write it down that night, walking back to the hotel.

"It here's really bad. I was noticing that in a surprised way."

The surprised way matters. I am still capable of surprise. I have not yet learned that this is normal.



Three days earlier, I stood in a hotel room in San Jose with the air conditioning rattling and the temperature outside pushing a hundred degrees. I do not remember the name of the hotel. I remember the heat. I remember the shower, the cold water, the way my voice sounded in the empty bathroom when I said, "I just don't feel like I care that much."

I said it into my phone. I was thinking out loud, the way I always do when I am trying to think. The note was supposed to be about the job, the contract, the opportunity. Instead it was about the heat. About the way the room felt too small. About the fact that I was crying and I did not know why.

I thought this was weakness. I thought this was first-day anxiety, the normal fear of a new place. I know now it was accurate perception. The system I was about to enter had no appetite for the work. No one had decided what "done" looked like. No one had asked, before the scramble began, how much this was worth.

I did not know those words then. I did not know about appetite or estimates or Shape Up or any of the vocabulary I would later use to name what I was seeing. I just knew that the shower was cold and the room was hot and that I had no reason to be in San Jose.

At Apple, a month later, a different contractor stood in a different conference room and said the same thing in a different voice.

"I love being here with y'all, but y'all, the amount of meetings I have in a day, I just, I think I'm gonna be surprised."

She was an organizer managing a hundred and something contractors across six teams. She was trying to onboard sixteen people in a single WebEx call. She was surprised by the meeting load. I recognized the tone. It was the same tone I had used in the hotel room. The surprise was the sound of entering an unshaped system, and it was not mine alone.



Week two. I am in a meeting with Greta, the person who hired me. She is describing how the team used to work, before she started trying to fix it.

"This new thing comes in for the brand, please just make it happen. And everybody would jump on the thing, scramble it together, somehow make it happen, make it happen. We jumble it together, and that was the way it was done."

The word is hers. Scramble. Not mine. Greta is the reformer.

"I'm trying to get them out of that," she says. "And that's why you're here."

I am the tool she is using to fix the system. The system will resist.

Why was I hired?

The question arrives later, in my notes, after I have scrolled through the empty epics and understood what I am looking at. I was hired to fix a system that had made the job impossible. When an organization has that much waste, hiring someone to find structure is the only rational move. It is also the move most likely to fail, because the waste is not a leak in the system. It is the system. That rationality was the first true signal I was given about the shape of the thing I had entered. I did not recognize it as a signal. I recognized it as an opportunity.

I want to be precise about Greta, because the book will need the precision later. She meant it. She was not performing care while administering neglect; she was administering something subtler. She described the disease in the language of the cure, every week, in good faith, and the disease continued. That is the anesthesia: not malice, not even hypocrisy: care as a substitute for structure, so convincing that it postpones the question of why the structure never arrives.

I write it down after that meeting. I am walking through the San Jose office, past the desks where people sit with headphones on, past the whiteboards with diagrams that nobody references, past the Jira dashboards that update in real time with work that does not exist. I hold my phone to my mouth and say:

"I can fit in, I think. I'll just say with the, uh..."

I trail off. The note ends there. I do not finish the sentence because I do not know what comes next. I can fit in, I think. It sounds like hope. It is surrender. I am describing a system where fitting in means accepting that no one knows what the work is before it starts. Where the scramble is not an emergency. It is the protocol.

Someone else says it more directly. I do not remember who. It might have been Greta. It might have been someone in the meeting. They say:

"I wouldn't say it's a well-oiled machine, it's definitely..."

They trail off. Cannot finish the sentence. The system is not a machine. It is a scramble.

Later that week, someone shows me the machinery. A whiteboard walkthrough of the Jira structure, the proudest tour I was given in four weeks: the initiative, the children, the automation.

"You can clone this initiative and all these children of it for every season, moving forward," they say, and point to an automated generated field that shows a percent.

The percent complete. I watch it compute volume and call it progress. The replication is the feature, demonstrated with pride, and I am standing in front of the machine that makes the mess, being shown the knife by its salesman. I nod. I am still new. I do not yet know that in week three I will open this system's output and count what the machine has made.

I will not have the words for months. I will be at Nike, in a different conference room, listening to a different manager describe a different system, and I will finally set it down in my notes: "Nike Kids Digital Creation Studio. Digital product creation and silly coordinator style, no authority, cross functional." That is my own retrospective diagnosis, written months later, applied to a different company. But it fit Williams Sonoma first. The silly coordinator style. The no authority. The cross functional. The words are mine, but the pattern was already there. I just could not name it yet.



The question is not why Williams Sonoma was bad. The question is why a system with two hundred thousand images per season, fourteen content types, and a Jira board produced so little that mattered.

Greta told me the number. Two hundred thousand images for Pottery Barn's fall season alone. I wrote it down. I did not know what to do with it. Two hundred thousand images and I could not get a straight answer about who owned the ticket for the one I was supposed to coordinate.

She listed the content types. I think we have probably fourteen, she said. Silo. Elevated silo. Color swap. Elevated color swap. Three-sixty. AR. Room planner. Enlight. Product viewer. Dimensions. Auto dims. Some belong here. Some belong here. She gestured at two different columns on the whiteboard. The complexity was staggering. I was supposed to coordinate output across fourteen content types and I had been given no map.

I told Fian about it later. Fian was the person who sat next to me, the one who explained the Jira board, the one who listened when I talked through my notes to check if I was making sense.

"Usually in most places there's some time for you to figure out what the hell is going on," I said. "Where you go like having to meet with the general manager, there's allowance for that or acceptance for that or a pathway for that."

There was no pathway. I had been thrown into a meeting with the general manager on my first day. No warning and no context and no preparation. I apologized to Fian afterward.

"I was thrown into the meeting as a first thing too," I said. "So I feel like I probably spoke to him inappropriately. So I'm sorry about that."

The self-blame was part of the pattern. I thought I had failed. I thought I had spoken inappropriately. I did not yet understand that the system had failed to prepare me. Throwing a contractor into a GM meeting without context was evidence that the system had no onboarding, not a test of my adaptability. No shape. No appetite for bringing someone up to speed.

Looking back, I can name the pattern. The scramble was the business model, the overtime was the delivery mechanism, and the confusion was the governance. These are my words, not Greta's. She knew something was wrong. She was trying to fix it. The system she was trying to fix was broken by design. The scramble served someone. The confusion was a feature.

At Apple, the cost was visible in real time. The organizer said, "I have the headaches now. It's the little things that get." She said it during the onboarding meeting, while sixteen contractors waited for access that would not come. At Williams Sonoma, the cost was visible only in retrospect. The crying in the shower, the note that trailed off, the surprise that turned to resignation. The cost was the same. The timing was different.



Week three. I am at my desk in the San Jose office. The office is smaller than I expected, a former Outward space that Williams Sonoma had absorbed. The desks are close together. The whiteboards still have old diagrams. The Jira dashboard is open on my monitor.

Fian is next to me, or maybe it is Casey. We are looking at the screen together. I have been scrolling through the epics for twenty minutes, trying to find one that has a description.

"Okay," I say. "So there's eighty-four epics that are empty."

I say it aloud. I am recording. I do not know I am recording a discovery. I think I am stating a fact. Eighty-four empty epics. No description, no owner, no deadline. No appetite.

"You can clone all the children of a number of things," Fian says, or maybe it is Casey, "and then it'll create like a copy of them."

The emptiness replicates. The empty epic has no description, no owner, no deadline. It exists to create the appearance of work. And it can clone itself.

By then I had seen the clones in the wild. PBM Holiday 2024 carried over into PBM Spring 2025, dragging stale data, broken links, assignments to people who had left the company. Nobody had decided these epics needed to be full. They were placeholders for labor that had not been shaped, in a system that had not been shaped, for a manager who was trying to shape the unshapable.

I learn about the re-scrub later, from the meeting where West Elm's season came up. "West Elm is currently taking everything that they don't have samples for," someone said, "and they're just going to move it to the next season." The coordinator has to re-scrub all her notes. Her notes and everything do not transfer over properly. It is starting from scratch. Every season. From zero. The previous season's work was a discard pile, not a foundation. The meeting moved on. The re-scrub was not a problem to be solved. It was a season to be survived.

In a meeting that same week, someone laid the calendar against the wall. "Currently we're on a like what is it 22 week timeline," they said, and then, of the teams downstream: "this pushes them beyond their product development timeline." Another voice: "we're just stating facts right now." And the cause of the facts, stated as another fact: "rework."

Twenty-two weeks, and the rework was a line item. The seasons were colliding with each other and the collision was so ordinary that the room narrated it the way you narrate weather.

I also learned about the project managers: they did timelines, a bunch of milestone dates, and nothing in the dates told anyone how to accomplish them. I asked once how they tracked dependencies. Spreadsheets, they said. They created the structure of work without doing the work of management. The timelines existed but the plan did not.

I thought about my own duct tape. I had written a Photoshop script to automate a bunch of stuff all at once, which had saved a ton of time on our end. I was proud of it at the time. Looking back, I see what it was. The script fixed a problem that should not have existed: manual repetition that a shaped system would have eliminated, while the system around it collapsed. A hundred and thirty epics. No product owner. No scrum master. The script made the broken system survivable, which meant the system never got fixed.

David Graeber would later give me the taxonomy for the room I was sitting in. Flunkies: coordinators with no authority, present to make someone else look important: the silly coordinator style, no authority, cross functional. Duct tapers: employees whose jobs exist only because of a glitch in the organization: my Photoshop script, my Jira cleanup, my endless attempt to impose structure on a system that had survived precisely because it lacked structure. Box tickers: the eighty-four empty epics that became a hundred and thirty, the cloned children carrying stale data into new seasons.

In one meeting, the team reached the part of the agenda where work gets declared. A batch was done, someone announced, and then, in the same breath, the room added that it would also be redone. I looked down at my notebook. The status said ready for review. The sentence said not ready. Nobody else seemed to notice the gap. The status was the work; the redo was the work; both fit in one breath and neither one was finished. When no one knows what done looks like, people invent statuses that sound like done. The board fills up with them, green dots multiplying over work that will be done again next week. Taskmasters: the project managers who did timelines only. Goons: absent. Williams Sonoma was too passive for aggressive enforcement. The waste was quiet. It was friendly. It was laid back and patient and nice, which made it harder to see.

The methodology debates were theater too.

The methodology debates were theater too. Waterfall against agile, structure against movement, argued every week while the real problem sat in the room: neither side had appetite. Both sides had opinions. The vocabulary let the organization talk about work without ever doing the work of deciding what the work was.

The system had survived so long without structure that introducing structure required a full-time employee. I was the flunky and the duct taper and the box ticker, all in one contractor's badge.

At Apple, the same pattern wore a different uniform. VPN is pending, the organizer said. That's a problem. The approval required a manager who was not online, and the not-online manager was part of the process, and the process did not care that sixteen contractors were sitting in the WebEx waiting. Each tool added a loop. None of them closed one.



I close my laptop. The Jira board is still open on the screen behind me. Eighty-four empty epics. A hundred and thirty total. The temperature outside is a hundred degrees.

I write it down that afternoon, sitting in my car with the air conditioning on.

"My thing with any tracking tool or anything like that is the same thing. At the end of the day it just makes it very blurry and obscure. And at the end of the day things are either getting done or that's all we're trying to figure out."

The tracking tool makes work less visible. My own words. The question and the answer in one note.

I walk out of the office. Find water. Sit in the heat.

The Shape Up principle missing here is appetite. No one asked, before the work began, how much this was worth. No one decided what "done" looked like. Two hundred thousand images with no bounded scope. Eighty-four empty epics with no owner. Fourteen content types with no map. The scramble was not an accident. It was the absence of appetite.

Ownership was missing too. No one owned the epics. No one owned the outcomes. The person hired to fix it owned the language of fixing, out of that, out of the scramble, and the system kept scrambling, because the scramble was the business model and she was its most sincere employee.

Back at my desk, in the last minutes of the day, I open a text file. I type one sentence.

You cannot shape a project in an organization that has not shaped its power.

I save it and close it. It is the first shaped document I have created in weeks. It has an owner: me. It has a boundary: one sentence. It has a deadline: now. The closed loop begins. The office air conditioning hums. The desk is not mine. The work was not shaped. But the sentence was.

I look at my notes. The page is still open. I start a new entry.

"I just don't feel like I care that much."

I said this on day one, in the hotel shower, with the cold water running. I am saying it again on day fifteen, in the car, with the air conditioning running. The car engine ticks as it cools. The air conditioning hums. I close the notebook and start the car.


4 The Seasonal Treadmill

Four seasons at once, one contractor on the clock, and a deadline that punished lateness instead of shaping the work.
I know it's like tons and tons and tons of information, so don't worry, we'll go over it a billion times. You will see it again.

Daniela said this into her headset, and I wrote it down. I was in a conference room in Beaverton, three monitors in front of me, and I believed her. I believed that repetition was training. I believed that seeing something a billion times was the same as understanding it. Repetition was not training. I believed it for a whole season first.

The next morning I was back in the conference room, and Daniela explained the calendar. Kids ran on a 4x calendar. Adults worked on Fall and Holiday 23 simultaneously. Men's and Women's ran on a 2x calendar: two seasons at once. But Kids worked on four. Fall, Holiday, Spring, Summer, all moving at the same time, all with their own gates. Layer upload. Proto review. Discrepancy list. P2 fits.

Each gate was a deadline that should have shaped the work, except the work kept expanding to fill the space between gates. Some days had been removed from the Kids calendar. Brandon in ops had compressed the timeline. This put a little more of a crunch on what we were doing. The crunch was not an exception. It was the design. The 4x calendar meant the treadmill ran faster for the smaller team. I was the smaller team.

The penalty for lateness had a mechanics I did not learn until an alignment meeting months in, when the person running the gate explained it to both teams, DCLs and studio, as if reading from a manual nobody had written. Late handoffs did not get rejected. They got demoted. For every day a handoff ran late, the deadline moved out a day, and the work jumped to the bottom of the queue. One day late, one day down. The studio would know. Everyone would know. The deadline was not a wall you could hit. It was a conveyor that carried late work away from the front of the line while the calendar moved on without it.

Men's lifestyle ran the squeeze in duplicate: two different handoffs at the same time, one nearly done, one just beginning, the same DCL holding both. Nobody designed that either. It was what the calendar did to people when the seasons were allowed to overlap. The queue ate the late work silently, and the meeting where the mechanics were explained was the same meeting where nobody proposed changing them.

I asked Marcus about it. He was an ETW, like me. Hourly. Not salary. I never learned what the letters stood for. I learned what they meant. He had been on the contract boat. He first started, then was with the team for nine months. Then they extended him. Within nine months he took a few weeks, a few months off. Then he rejoined in July. He would be there until July again. Then Dana would talk to get him extended again. We love a full-time job, he said, but yeah, it is what it is.

I told him I understood. I did not understand. I thought the contract cycle was temporary. I thought the nine-month rotation was a pathway to something permanent. Looking back, I see what it was: a system that consumed training without ever completing it. Every nine months the knowledge reset. Every July the cycle began again.

The tools multiplied faster than the training could stabilize. SmartSheet for the calendar and the change log and the trackers. Rake for task management. MMX for data. Orion for images. Box for file storage. Slack for announcements. Excel for upload templates. Each tool had its own SOP. Each SOP had its own training. Each training session was a billion repetitions deep.

The tools did not replace each other. They layered. SmartSheet fed Rake. Rake fed MMX. MMX fed Orion. Orion fed Box. Box fed Slack. Slack fed Excel. Excel fed the change log. The change log fed the upload template. The upload template fed the dashboard. The dashboard fed the tracker. Each handoff was an open loop. Each loop had to be carried by someone across the gate. I was the one carrying it.

A new tool arrived that fall, mid-gate, the way new tools always arrived. Wrike, the system that held our requests, was getting custom fields: a rollout timed to Holiday 23, the busiest weeks of the calendar. Someone demonstrated it on the shared screen, and the demonstration was honest in a way I doubt was intended. The new fields would not flow downward. Any folder that already existed would have to be updated by hand, one at a time. Parent folders would not roll their changes down to their children. Every pre-existing folder in the system, every season, every category, every legacy archive, would need to be touched individually, by us, during the gate.

Someone on the call said the quiet part in real time. The scope of the manual update landed and a voice said, roughly, you are giving me a heart attack. The reply was procedural. The reason for the fields, we were told, was reporting. Consistent custom fields meant consistent flow measurements for the DCLs: the number of styles and updates going in, measurable at last. Measurement arriving before purpose. The same tool family that could not propagate its own configuration would now measure our propagation of work through it. I remember thinking the tool had added a loop without closing one, and that the loop would be mine to carry. I was right, and I was also wrong: the loop was not mine alone. It belonged to everyone who would ever be trained on the fields, a billion repetitions deep, one manual folder at a time.

I told Marcus about the badge restrictions. You're not allowed to go into the gyms on campus, I said. You get one visit per month to the employee store. Even the badge color, they define it so you know who's a contractor and who's full-time. Marcus noticed it too. A lot of his questions had been around that, because Daniela was full-time and he was not. The divide was visible in the color of the plastic.

I had been thinking about this on the drive. A lot of new people in a lot of rank and order positions get shifted out every three months, I had written months later, reviewing the experience. It makes it so that there's not a lot of option to get the training in and then the work done. The three-month turnover was not Nike's fault, I had thought then. It was just how big companies worked. I know better now. The three-month cycle was not a bug. It was a feature of contingent labor. The company did not need mastery. It needed presence. Marcus's nine months was a luxury. Most contractors turned over faster. The training was designed to be incomplete, because complete training would have meant the company owed something.

Alison had told me I hit the jackpot when it came to category. Everybody loves working Kids, she said. Nobody's jealous. I heard it as praise. I hear it now as warning. Hitting the jackpot meant entering a smaller, faster treadmill. The Kids dimension was streamlined, she said. Easier to pass off. Less complicated than Women's. I was the flunky in a streamlined system, the duct taper on a faster belt.

I parked in the Nike lot the next morning and tried my badge. I hadn't done it today, so I didn't know if after the update it may have changed. On Friday when I tried, I couldn't get into the elevator zone. Alison checked her system. Access hasn't been updated yet, she said. Just sit tight. It's rainy anyway, don't worry about it today.

I sat in the car and watched the rain on the windshield. The badge was the perfect symbol. It let me into the parking lot but not into the power structure. The seasonal gate would open whether I was ready or not. Fall 23. Holiday 23. Spring 23. Summer 23. The calendar was fixed. The scope was infinite.

The Shape Up principle missing here was fixed time, variable scope. The gate was fixed. The work was not.




5 The Translator

A full-time job existed only because the direct connection was broken. Then, one Friday, the workers had to become the gate themselves.
Most of my day is spent just trying to judge if this is wrong or right.

I said this months later, in my notes, after I had learned the job well enough to describe it in one sentence. It is the epigraph the desk deserved.

Three monitors. Kids dimension. Third floor. I sat at the desk and opened the change log. Daniela had gone over it with me. How to edit the format and context that you need to take out when you're working in the change log before you send it over. I was not creating. I was removing. I took out context. I edited format. I filtered information. The change log was a subtraction machine, and I was the operator. Nothing was getting created. Everything was being translated.

I stood up and walked to the window. The Beaverton parking lot was full of cars that belonged to people who knew what they were doing. I did not know what I was doing. I was level one, Alison had said. Level one, you're getting level one stuff. You got it. So try to figure it out a little bit. I had figured out that level one meant alone.

I flashed back to the 1-on-1 with Alison. It was my first week. She had been at Nike twelve years. She had contracted her first year, she said. So I have a soft spot for contractors. I heard it as protection. I hear it now as theater.

She told me I was the voice piece. You are the person that is that connection. The studio has IAs, she said. Image Artists. They are just AP studio-facing. They don't get any interaction with the dimensions. That's all from you. IAs are equal partners, she said. They just do the work, but they need clear directions. They don't really have the ability for dynamic work, and I say that as: we have test descriptions and processes, because if you deviate from that, they will let you down. Equal partners who need clear directions. Equal partners with no ability for dynamic work. The contradiction was structural. The DCL existed because the system made communication so complex it required a full-time translator. Not a creative role. A duct-taper role. Patching a broken handoff that should have been a direct connection.

The 1-on-1 kept going, and the pablum kept arriving, each sentence kind in isolation and unreliable in sequence. Career development: I know with ETW they don't want us to do career development, she said, but that's my bread and butter: the rule named in the same breath as the exception she made to it. Permission itself was a rumor that had to be sourced. The system would not tell you what was allowed. It would tell you what you had been caught doing, in someone else's harsher words, relayed secondhand. Kindness as policy, friction as policy, and the friction always landed on the hourly side of the badge.

I asked Alison about her management style. I'm hands-off unless I hear something, she said. So if you're just doing your work and nobody's like, "Oh, is Billy not at his desk? Is Billy not turning things in?" I'm not going to bug you. You're an adult. I said I appreciated that. I really appreciate that management style. I'll try not to take advantage. I was grateful for absence. I believed that hands-off meant trust. It meant abandonment dressed as autonomy. The three-sentence sequence revealed the logic: I will not watch you. I will not check on you. Therefore you are an adult. The conclusion did not follow from the premises. It was rhetorical absolution.

I asked about the contractor divide. We don't want you to ever feel othered, she said. We are there for you, she said. You're part of the team in a slightly different way. Slightly different. The othering was structural. The inclusion was linguistic. She told me about the team social events. It's an unpacking party, she said. And then after that we're going to have Topgolf, and that's at three o'clock. I hope you can make it. Tommy had put in budget for StrengthsFinders for anybody that hasn't done it, including our HW partners, to do it in the summertime. Budget for personality tests. Budget for Topgolf. Budget for unpacking parties. No budget for a product owner. No budget for a scrum master. No budget for shaping the work. The money went to inclusion while the work remained unshaped. This was the false redemption in economic terms: resources for social bonding, not for structural clarity.

I thought about this months later, reviewing the experience in my notes. Nike Kids Digital Creation Studio, I wrote. Digital product creation and silly coordinator style, no authority, cross functional. What is this miserable part of cross functional corporate life where you just have no one that can do anything and no one that wants to? The answer was in my own words. The handoff was broken by design. If it were fixed, the coordinator role would disappear. The silly coordinator style, no authority, cross functional was not a complaint. It was the job description. The system preserved friction to preserve headcount. I was not a voice piece. I was a patch. I was not a connection. I was a workaround.

The studio had faces. I met them one at a time, and the first one was Renata.

Renata had been at Nike something like seventeen years, an image artist who had trained half the studio and remembered everything. She ran the meetings both teams attended, and when she explained her side of the handoff she did it without complaint, which made it worse. Basically, she said, what our team does is confirm everything with you guys, because we're not the ones making the decisions about the colors. If it's not entirely clear, then we're going to confirm it, so that we're not sending something out there that's not correct. Confirmation as the studio's whole duty. The conscience of the handoff, working hourly.

She told me how the studio took work. There was an unassigned dashboard: anybody could pick up work from there, and the ETWs picked first, because they were paid by the hour. Give me tasks, please, give me something to do. Our nickname is the piranhas, she said. You put a task in and it will just get picked up instantly. I watched it happen. A same-day request went in and Gordon, fast, thorough, hungry, had it marked complete before I had finished rereading the email. The dashboard fed on unshaped work faster than anyone could shape it.

Renata named the distance without meaning to. You're kind of playing a bit of a game of telephone between the category and the studio, she said. The category will tell you one thing, we need this done, and then the studio will be like, well, we can actually do that, or that's not the way this needs to happen, because we're the experts in the file itself. That's got to be the biggest challenge. There were thirty task types on my side of the telephone. The product system offered fifteen options; the studio accepted thirty-two; it was our job to reinterpret that. Two new people talking, she said, and the wires get crossed. Sixteen years of tenure on one side of the wire, two months on the other.

The repair mechanism had a protocol.

If we have any questions, Renata said, we'll reject the task just so it goes on your radar to reply, that doesn't mean we can't do the work, it just means we need more information to move forward. Rejection as communication. The studio pressed a button that looked like refusal and meant please clarify. A senior IA used it on one of mine, no family file to drop, nothing to do, and the correct response, I was taught, was to mark it complete myself, since the action was done as far as the category cared. There was an SOP about statuses and what they meant and which roles used which ones. Nobody memorized it. We memorized each other instead.

The job itself happened elsewhere. Most of my day is spent just trying to judge if this is wrong or right, I had said, and the judging had a workbench. The change log would not tolerate editing: keep the integrity of what they put in first, the trainer said; if I changed it, I could not prove what had been asked, so the real work exported itself. Copy the file, export to Excel, select everything, add grid lines so the columns stop bleeding together, because otherwise my eyes can't follow. The official system held the request. The shadow copy held the work. And the gate reconciled five surfaces at once: email, the tracker, the change log, the proto review, the family file, the same change discussed in five places, which one is true this week. Sometimes a designer would swear a colorway was updated, and the version history would open like a lie detector. On hold had its own etiquette. Same-day had its own tax: put something in as high priority and the studio would skip QC, assuming you would do it yourself.

And underneath all of it, the studio's actual product. Essentially, Renata said, we're just maintaining the entire line while it's still being developed. All the images you're seeing are things that aren't actually made yet. Once it's out in the market, we're done. Imagery for products that did not exist, maintained until the day the product made them irrelevant. I thought about that sentence for a long time after the call. It described the IAs. It described the DCLs. It described the whole floor of the building.

The offboarding confirmed it. The offboarding confirmed it: a gap, self-corrected from the word overlap mid-sentence, a name to cover two weeks, no knowledge transfer, no transition plan. Equipment return was complicated by geography because no one had planned for departure. The system could not plan for leaving because it did not plan for presence.

I walked back to the desk and sat down. The change log was still open. I typed one sentence. It was wrong. It was bounded. It would be corrected, not expanded. It had an owner, a boundary, and a deadline: me, one sentence, now. One sentence was not a solution. It was a closed loop in an open-loop machine.

Later, when a new hire sat where I had sat, three weeks in and drowning in abbreviations, I made her the thing nobody had made me. An infographic. It showed all the gate systems we moved work through and the eight or nine characters who touched an item before it ever reached production: the category, the color designer, the DCL, the studio, the tracker, the gate, the file, the market. It's just so much stuff, I told her, which was the truest thing I said in an hour, and then I said I would translate it into a mural board so it would read as one linear graph instead of four compressed pages. The organization would not document itself. So the worker drew the map. It had an owner: me. It had a boundary: one page. It had a deadline: before her next gate.

The Shape Up principle missing here was no backlogs. The change log was a backlog. It accumulated requests that never got addressed. It created guilt without progress. It got stale, obsolete, demoralizing. The map was the opposite of a backlog. It was the system, bounded, drawn once, handed to the next person before the machine could forget it again.

I saved the change log and closed the laptop. The air conditioning kept humming. The desk had never been mine. The work had never been shaped. The sentence was, and now the map was too.



A map can hold the work only while the gate holds. That Friday, in gate season, the gate got tested.



The meeting is already going when I get there, which is how the important meetings work: they do not wait for the people they are about.

Alison is running it. It is Friday, late in gate season, and the room has the tired energy of people who have spent the week saying no politely. I take a seat. Somebody is talking about a PDF.

"Kerry is asking for something that normally she wouldn't get," Alison says.

Kerry is a product manager on the Kids side. The ask, as the room reconstructs it: she sent over a huge PDF of kids items and wanted a mass upload. No style numbers attached. Just the PDF, and the request, and the expectation.

I am still new enough that this sounds simple to me. Send the style numbers, I think. The gate exists. The procedure exists. Somebody will say no, and the no will travel back up the line, and the line will adjust. That is what procedure is for.

"It was a complete mess," Alison says, of the spring the team tried it. "There's just like a little bit of chaos in kids right now."

The room nods. The chaos is not news. The ask is not news either. What is news, or what Alison makes news, is that the ask is coming back.

I find out later, the meeting does not stop to underline it, that Kerry was going to email us again. Same request. A third time.



Here is what I learned in that hour, without being taught: the end-run is not an event. It is the weather.

Alison explains the pattern to the room because the room needs the pattern explained, and the room needs it explained because it keeps happening. "PMs will go around to an old DCL," she says, "and try to get them to encourage their crazy plan."

That is the move. Not this PM, this time. The move itself, named in the plural. If the front door does not open, knock on a side door. Find a DCL with longer tenure, softer instincts, a history of being helpful. Get the crazy plan encouraged at the edge, then bring the encouragement back to the middle as a fact.

This time the side door had been Daniela. She heard the plan, and she did what the procedure said, which was to escalate instead of execute. She told Alison it was weird. Alison is telling us this now so that we know: the refusal was correct, and the refusal was supported, and if the plan comes around again, the answer is still the procedure.

"She was going to email you guys again with the same request for a third time," Alison says. "And I was like, that's insanity."

The room laughs. I laugh. The laugh is the tell, and I knew it even then: we are laughing because the absurd thing is routine. Nobody in the room is surprised that a product manager will ask three times for the thing the procedure forbids. The surprise would be her stopping. The end-run is the steady state. The gate is the exception: a procedure that survives only because specific people defend it, daily, at cost.

I did not have that sentence yet. What I had was the outline of a question. Kerry wanted volume without style numbers. Output without appetite. The gate, style numbers, procedure, the request routed through the people who route requests, existed to force shaping before work. Skipping the gate was not a shortcut around paperwork. It was the disease the gate had been built to prevent, asking to be let in through the side door, with a PDF.

I assumed the system would now handle it. I had been at Nike long enough to know the vocabulary, alignment, clarity, the Wednesday touch base, and not long enough to know what the vocabulary was standing in for.



The system did not handle it. The system handed it to Tom.

Tom was the other person in these meetings, the one whose name came up the way weather comes up. He needed clarity from Kerry before he could answer anything, and clarity from Kerry was the thing nobody had, and the team's remedy was managerial. Alison would buffer him on Wednesday morning, coach him to not come in so hot and fast into the meetings, because he tells the DCLs what to do when we have no control, and it makes us feel horrible.

That same meeting, I lodged a complaint about a throwaway joke Tom opened with, formal and grievance-shaped, the register of a man waiting for the slot on the agenda where objections are allowed. I note it here not because I was right. I may have been a man making a grievance out of a throwaway because he was angry about something else and the throwaway was the only door open. I was a contractor in his first season, and this is what I spent my objections on. The place had a hundred defects I could not see, and I filed a complaint about a joke.

The question underneath that meeting, the one it took the rest of the afternoon to surface, was simpler than any of us said aloud. Why can't the system just tell her no?

Not Alison. Not Daniela. Not the accumulated goodwill of a team that absorbs three asks and laughs on the third. The system. A no that does not depend on who is in the room, or how much social capital they have spent this week, or whether they can afford the look on the asker's face. A no that is written down somewhere, so that the person saying it is not personally responsible for it.

Nike did not have that no. What Nike had was people. And people who say no pay for it, a little, every time: in atmosphere, in friction, in the audit that happens later when the project goes wrong and someone asks who refused it the first time. So the no migrated. It moved uphill from the coordinator to the senior DCL, from the senior DCL to the manager, from the manager to the Friday meeting where it could be shared among enough people that no single person was holding it.

The system's only no was a person. The meeting was where the person got chosen.



I stayed after the meeting. Patrice stayed too.

I did not know Patrice yet, not the way I would. I knew she had been at Nike longer than anyone in the room. I knew she was the one the questions went to when the questions were real. I had watched her in meetings absorb the end-runs the way a seawall absorbs waves: without comment, without damage you could see from the beach, at a cost that was entirely internal and entirely hers.

We were alone in the room. I had a grievance and a question and the particular restlessness of a man who believes the problem is that nobody has stated the obvious.

So I stated it. I told her the whole arrangement was backwards. That it was not appropriate to just tell Kerry no, apparently. That the appropriate thing was to explain, in some sort of codependently kind way, that it was okay, but also that we would not do it. And that I did not understand why I was expected to codependently position myself as a better business partner to her when her request was not the priority of my account. That what I should be saying was the truth of the matters, and that the truth of the matters was the procedure.

Patrice listened the way she listened in meetings. Then she gave me the sentence.

"Welcome to Nike."

She let it sit. Then she told me the rest, and she told it without bitterness, which is what made it devastating.

She had been there twenty-three years. The PMs had always done this. All of them. If you could solve it, and here she paused, because she had watched people try, Nike would be smoother. But for twenty-three damn years, since before I had finished high school, it had been like this. It had gotten hugely better. And the PMs still tried to skirt the system.

I started to say something and she kept going, and the next part was the part I think about most, because it was the part that was not about me, or Kerry, or this meeting. It was about everybody. All the other functions felt it too, she said. It was not just the DCLs. It was not just the studio. Tech dev got it. The poor PC got it worst of all.

The disease was not in my department. It was in the building. I had been treating my corner of the floor as the patient, and the patient was the floor.

Then she told me why, and she told me the way you explain weather to someone from a dry climate. The role of a PM is political. They are accountable for the line. They build the line plan and then they have to sell the line to the geo, and the geo is what books them and buys the product. When the images are not correct, and the images are never quite correct, because the images are made by the same unshaped process that makes everything, the PM has to go back and change things. And sometimes, to change things, they go around the back door. That is what Kerry is doing. She is not getting the yes from us, because we are going through the procedure, give us the style numbers, and the studio cannot do a mass upload, and that is not what she wants to hear.

I understood then, or started to. The end-run was not rudeness and it was not incompetence. It was a rational act inside an irrational structure. Cut through it all, Patrice said, and their asses are on the line for the product. Kerry has her own little business of these styles, and she is accountable, and she is doing everything she can to keep her line in the green. The PM's accountability was real. Her tools were imaginary. The procedure gave her a no that came with a reason, and her position gave her a deadline that did not care about reasons, and the back door was where those two facts reconciled themselves. Every quarter. Forever.

What Patrice carried, what I finally saw in that room, was the third fact. The procedure had no home. It was not written anywhere that mattered. It survived in her: in her memory of spring 23, in her sense of what was weird, in her willingness to be the one who said it. She was the wall the whole procedure leaned on, and she knew it, and she said so in the only sentence she had that was not about Nike. She told me, almost idly, that she was not very gifted in words or writing.

The constitution of the only shaping apparatus in the building lived in a person who called herself a poor writer. When she left, nothing would be written down. The system could not survive her, and it had made no plan to.

I told her, in return, what I had decided. That I intended to move past it: Kerry, Tom, the whole arrangement. That I had almost no concern for how they felt about the workload they had been provided. I said it as a philosophy. It came out as a confession. Which is how I've always been treated at jobs that I've had. The sentence was out before I heard it. She did not react to it. She had heard it before, from other contractors, in other years. It was the sound the system made when it turned people over.



The apparatus the workers built for themselves, in the absence of a constitution, was a guild.

Its most visible member was Daniel. Daniel had built a spreadsheet: the room always said built, never made, and the verb was right, that laid the seasons side by side. Gray cells you could populate; historical data running against estimates; the whole line visible at once. What our estimation was, the team said, showing it off, versus what is actual. Apple's to apples, season over season. Someone in the meeting called it gorgeous to look at, and then asked the real question: over time, could the tool compare what we estimated to what actually happened. The answer was yes, which was the entire point. The guild's enemy had a name, and the name was tribal knowledge: everything the veterans knew and nobody had written down, the company's memory stored in people's heads at hourly rates.

The guild had a chronic wound, and it surfaced that same month. Central asked the team to make new trainings, again. The answer from the floor was a small masterpiece of exhausted precision: this would be the third or fourth set of materials since the last set was made. Recording another one did not really make any sense. The links existed. The recordings existed. There was a learning portal, a URL with a graduation cap in it. The problem had never been the absence of training. The problem was that the training was treated as a consumable, consumed, and then requested again, because requesting training was the only move the central office knew how to make.

And when the guild asked central tooling for a real tool: one system instead of the three that Kit was using. The answer came back the way it always came back. Not high priority.

So the guild made its own prototype, and Alison's rallying cry for the effort was, be the hero of this story. Bring the prototype. Show the effective work. Help roll it out. And the sentence is warm, and she meant it warmly, and the economics inside it are the whole chapter in miniature: the workers had to disguise appetite as heroism to be permitted tools. The organization would fund a story. It would not fund a structure.



What happened next is on the record.

We wrote the email together. Patrice offered to draft it: she reminded me she was not very gifted in words or writing, which by then I understood meant she was the only person left holding the whole thing in her head, and I would finesse it before it went out. We agreed on the recipients: Kerry, and Alison copied, so Kerry would know we were working with her manager and not squealing on her. The email did not say no. It asked for thirty minutes and listed what the procedure required. A style count. A clarification on whether this was her styles or all of Kids. And why it was happening, so that if it was preventable we could advocate for fixing it. We want to be good partners, it said. We are really not clear on what the ask is. Here are some things that we need.

One email, bounded, owned, finished. If the system could not say no, then on that one email, in that one inbox, we would be the no it was missing, and we would be it in writing, with her manager copied, so the no did not have to live in a person.

An appetite enforced only by manners is not an appetite. I did not have the sentence yet. I had the email, which is where the sentence came from.

Patrice was gathering her things. She had absorbed one more wave, in one more meeting, on one more Friday, and she did it with the ease of long practice, and the ease was the tragedy: she had had so much practice. We got this, she said. You'll be a season DCL. You'll be old and crotchety like me soon.

I have thought about that sentence for years. It is warm. It is generous. It is also, exactly, the diagnosis: the system she was reassuring me about ran on her presence and planned for her absence not at all, and her comfort with that arrangement was the arrangement. She was not naive. She was the constitution. Constitutions do not get to be naive.

The recording ends there.

I think about that fact more than the conversation. Somewhere in my phone, on some drive, that afternoon exists as audio: the closest the system ever came to writing itself down. Not the procedure. Not the gate. One contractor, pressing record, in a room after a meeting, because he could tell that what he was hearing was the real onboarding, and that nobody was going to document it.

The system could not survive Patrice. But for as long as the file survives, at least it cannot quite forget her.



The Shape Up principle missing here was ownership. The gate, the map, and the constitution all lived in people, and a person is not a procedure.


6 The Hardware Trap

The physical world enforced the shape the digital world kept escaping. Here, for once, done was visible.
The display unit had a button. Capacitive touch. The wire went through a slot in the bracket. I had already mounted the bracket to the shelf with screws and adhesive tape. The unit had come from China. The manufacturing origin was visible in the packaging, the metric screws, the slight translation error in the instruction sheet. The hardware was shaped by geography. It had to be manufactured, shipped, customs-cleared, warehoused, delivered. Each step was a boundary. Each boundary was non-negotiable. I plugged the controller module into the back. The wire fed through. The button worked. This was the rare corporate moment where done was visible. The unit was either assembled or not. The button either responded or it did not. The wire was either connected or loose. I had been at Outform for two years by then. Outform projects included displays for Rare Beauty in Times Square, Asus ROG in eight hundred stores, Bose headphone and soundbar units, and Samsung. Each project had a physical deadline that shaped the work. A store opening. A product launch. A campaign date. The hardware had to ship because the store had to open. The digital layer came later. I tested the network connection.

We put test group two on the schedule, the Bose HQ and the UNC locations. Then the content had to publish through a chain. This is to get the Bose product to do the right thing, the tester explained. Then when he gets his stuff done, he will have to publish it to ours, which I'll go through. The digital handoff was the same pattern I had seen at Nike. SmartSheet fed Rake fed MMX fed Orion. Here, Bose fed Outform fed retail. Every handoff was an open loop. Every loop had to be carried across by someone. But the hardware did not care about the chain. The button was either connected or it was not. The digital layer added infinite loops to a finite physical process.

They were doing a wearables update, a headphone display update. And it bricked the display. It stopped working. It was a black screen. A blue screen of death. It took down half the stores. The hardware was shaped. The software was not. When the unshaped digital layer touched the shaped physical layer, the physical layer broke. I thought about why hardware worked with waterfall.

The answer was in the rollout schedule. They had said everything would be installed, complete and working, by October 24. We had it sitting in their warehouses. It was barely finished being installed by mid-November, late November. The deadline did not move. The scope did. The store opening was fixed. The content was variable. The hardware had to ship because the physical boundary was real. The digital content could slip because it had no physical boundary. This was fixed time, variable scope in physical form. The digital team forgot the fixed date. The scope exploded. I wrote the installation instructions. So I write these instructions, so there's a lot of pictures. A lot of people, when they build something there, they generally will just look at pictures, or they'll actually go in, take things out of the box, actually install the whole thing. And then when it doesn't work, they will actually go back and then reread the instructions to see what they did wrong. I've done that with a few IKEA furniture pieces before, I'm sure. So you understand. The IKEA problem.

Instructions written by observation, not by design. People act first, plan later. This was the physical-world version of the empty epic. The instructions documented failure modes, not success paths. They were duct tape at the documentation level. The data layer added another loop.

If you actually walked up to the display and you actually hit the touch bar, does that mean that a customer has actually been there? It has been 0.63 days since the data has actually been sent. But no presence there. So it's been 40 days since it actually sees somebody who is standing in front of the display. He looks at it and actually goes, oh, it's been 41 days since... So this display is not working. It hasn't worked in 41 days. Yeah. The tool created a false narrative. The data said 41 days of dysfunction. The reality said 0.63 days since touch. The wrong signal led to the wrong action. This was the hardware-world version of the 84 empty Jira epics: the tool creating the appearance of work without the reality. The infrastructure was its own constraint. Mark and I blocked some of the downloads on the CradlePoint, like 30 kilobits. Kilobits? Kilobits. Yeah. So we're not talking mega. If you're trying to download 200 gig. Yeah. A 30 kilobit download. You're not doing it. How's your faith in technology now? Nice. Steady. You know? So it's 0.45 megabits. It's basically a little bit faster than dial up. The CradlePoint was the infrastructure equivalent of Nike's tool proliferation. The tool existed but could not do the job. The bandwidth was a physical constraint that shaped the work, or broke it. The vendor layer added more fragmentation.

LG actually works. We're company called zinc. Zincrow uses BrightSign players to then push content. You take everything that you possibly would know about BrightSign. And then you throw it out. Every vendor is. I want to get it. It's like a. You know, the whole thing. Each vendor added a layer, and each layer was another handoff nobody closed. This was the hardware-world version of SmartSheet fed Rake fed MMX fed Orion. The fragmentation was structural, not technical.

Months later I sat in on the weekly operations call, the one where the failures were audited. The vendor's mythology was the first thing to go. Someone on the call said they had come into the project understanding that these players were incredibly reliable, that they basically never failed, and now, they said, it was the best ones they were having the problems with. The field had a verdict the datasheet did not.

Then the question nobody could answer, the one that made the audit worth recording: are the players actually failing more than usual, or are we troubleshooting so fast that we swap hardware before we can diagnose it: swapping it out just to get everything back up as quickly as possible, so we no longer know which players were broken and which were innocent? Speed had defeated diagnosis. The failure statistics were unknowable, because the fastest repair was replacement, and replacement erased the evidence. A reliability audit that could not establish reliability. I thought of the change log that could not be edited, and the epic that could only be cloned.

The uncertainty went all the way down. Store 496's connection had been offline and come back, and the team could not say whether the unit had cached its data through the outage and transmitted after, or whether the data was gone. The players were repurposed, reused, of unknown age; nobody had a list of what was in the field. The dead units waited in a box at the warehouse, RMAs that had never been shipped back, a pile of evidence nobody had time to process. And the cloud layer that managed it all, the vendor's own software, needed help. A lot of companies, I was told, buy this hardware and put their own software on it. Same box, different brain, no two alike. The fragmentation was not between vendors. It was inside them.

The communication layer failed too.

Outform is not a lot of great communication. Communication is just... nothing. The vendor layer added friction that shaped the work, or broke it. This was the same pattern as the DCL role: a middle layer that existed because the direct connection was broken.

On the same call, the coordination work had changed hands. The person running the logistics, the shipping, the RMAs, the store visits, was new. He was absorbing the seat mid-call, the way I had absorbed mine: no documentation to inherit, just the open line and the next broken store. Nobody assigned him the translator's job. The job existed wherever the last person left it, and it always needed someone. The seat was the constant. The people were interchangeable. I listened to him catch a detail the way I used to and felt the recognition move through me like a draft: the machine had already forgotten me, and it was already teaching him.

I thought about this later, reviewing the Apple onboarding transcripts.

At Apple, the 3D tool generated road edges that filled in the center and made it up as a lane marking because that's just what the machine is. The human's job was to clean up the machine's errors. That's just what the machine is. The same resignation I would later feel at 2:00 AM, staring at an AI prompt box that produced a frustrating, tangled mess. The hardware trap and the AI trap were the same trap. A tool that promises completion but delivers iteration. A machine that generates garbage and expects human verification. The network switch confirmed it.

We swapped out a network switch because we thought they were bad. Off on. Right. You ever seen a switch for the non-off switch? No. No. Neither of us. And so, when I saw that there and found out two of the switches, we actually went in because it just turned off. That's why I didn't know. And I'm not. Clicked out a little bit. Are you kidding me? The physical switch enforced a binary state. On or off. The digital layer had no such switch. It could iterate infinitely. The physical layer could not. This was the core difference: hardware had hard boundaries that enforced closure. Software did not. The display unit was heavy. This thing here, it weighs a ton. It's pretty simple. You just put it up on the shelf and you plug it in. Because we have the interconnects of the two things, it then becomes a problem. Simple in isolation. Complex in connection. The physical constraint shaped the work. The weight, the interconnects, the screws, the brackets: these were boundaries. The digital constraint had no weight. It could expand forever. I looked at the assembled unit.

The button worked. The wire was fed through the slot. The controller module was attached. The display showed the Bose logo. It was done. Here the principle had a body: fixed time, variable scope. The store opening was fixed. The content was variable. When the digital team forgot the fixed date, the scope exploded. But the hardware could not explode. It was already shipped. Already installed. Already shaped. I packed up the tools. The screwdriver went into the bag. The tape measure coiled. The bracket was secure. The unit was either assembled or not. And it was.




7 AI Fry

Artificial intelligence does not close loops. It opens them at machine speed, and that is why the skill cannot wait.
The prompt box was open. The cursor blinked. I had been sitting there for an hour, maybe longer. I had written six prompts, deleted five, and the sixth was half-finished, asking the machine to write something I could not name.

The screen was bright in a dark room. The machine hummed. It was always humming now.

Hardware had weight, and the weight had saved me. Software had none. The digital constraint could expand forever, and I gave it two years of evenings and watched it expand.

Ten tools in rotation: an agent framework, an IDE, a copilot, a local model on a dedicated box, two frontier models in browser tabs, a half-configured API, an unfinished phone trunk, a case-management platform nothing synced into. Each tool had promised to close a loop. Each tool had opened a new one.

The honest ledger of that season was a timesheet. Document system research, twenty-two minutes. Form troubleshooting, fifty-four. Software updates, an hour forty-seven. The days I logged five hours and the days I logged twenty minutes felt identical from the inside. That is what unshaped work does to a sense of time.

The diary of the tools went back further than the ten. In February of 2025 I had written the plan into a note: experiment with Llama 3.2, Claude Sonnet, and the DeepSeq reasoning model, for transcript editing and blog automation. A few days later I had asked the bigger question: whether I could run a model against a retrieval stack built on a year of my own recordings and to-do lists, and whether that might be a good way to build a book of documents.

By April I had a station planned: Linux, an Nvidia card, a local model, ten tokens a second. In December the diary turned. I had the video card running a local model at last, and the entry said what the entries always say in the month the shine comes off: it is not very good, it throws out weird thinking, I will probably keep it installed perhaps. The next entry, the same day: need to re-tool. No context? Might as well not do it really. I had been working with dolphin and mistral and it was okay, but it did not really do a lot for me. I need to be creative, the entry said. I need to write. Five models in a year, and the sentence at the bottom of every page was the same: I need to do something powerful.

The diary went back further than 2025. First contact was a coffee shop in San Jose, the end of 2022 or the start of 2023, in the Bose contract era. The machine could give back maybe a paragraph at a time, and it hallucinated the rest. No better than what runs on an eight-gig card today. I have the note. Even then I was asking it for more than a paragraph.

I typed a sentence into the prompt box. The machine generated a paragraph. I read it. It was wrong in a way I could not immediately identify. I rewrote the prompt. The machine generated a different paragraph. I read it. It was wrong in a different way.

This was the oversight tax. The research would later name what I was feeling. Bedard et al., BCG and Harvard Business Review, surveyed 1,488 full-time workers in March 2026. Fourteen percent reported "brain fry," acute cognitive fatigue from heavy AI use, particularly when managing multiple AI systems. The researchers called it brain fry. By then I had been calling it, in my own notes and my own title, the AI fry. The symptoms: mental fog, headaches, slower decision-making, what one worker called "a dozen browser tabs open in my head."

The machines volunteer their own diagnoses. I have watched a small sort turn into a status report about the sorting, written in the register of a moon landing, and when the failure was traced, the machine's account of itself was that the instructions had arrived in the wrong channel, the spec had never fired, and it had freelanced. The same failure forgets everything. Every session starts fresh. It does not remember what you did yesterday. The subscription stays active the whole time. At best, the machine is an intern.

Freelancing. The machine had named its own disease.

The surveys of those years told the story in numbers. Eighty-eight percent of companies were using AI in at least one business function, in McKinsey's 2025 state-of-AI report. Ninety-five percent had seen no measurable return on investment, in an MIT report circulated by Harvard Business Review the same season. Seventy-seven percent of employees told Inc. Magazine in 2024 that AI had hurt their productivity. Eighty-eight percent of heavy AI users reported increased burnout, in the Harvard Business Review reporting that followed the BCG survey. And a controlled trial reported by Business Insider in 2025 found

that workers using AI coding assistants took 19 percent longer to complete tasks than those without.

The music business ran the same experiment at industrial scale and published the results. In the spring of 2026, Apple Music disclosed that more than a third of new uploads were fully AI-generated, and that those tracks drew under half of one percent of total listening time. Deezer reported the same season that AI tracks had passed half of daily uploads. The analysis that named the condition had the five words that belong in this chapter: speculative supply, not demanded supply. Generated because the marginal cost was near zero, not because any listener was waiting.

The machine was not saving time. It was transforming time: from creation to verification, from writing to checking, from decision to doubt.

I had 359 videos in my library. Twenty hours of audio waiting behind them.

The machine generated faster than I could edit. The accumulation outpaced the appetite. This was the same open-loop pattern I had seen at Williams Sonoma, 84 empty epics, no owner, no boundary, but accelerated by machine speed.

I thought about the Bose 4K upgrade. The software that ran four times slower than the version it replaced. The digital improvement that degraded actual performance.

The AI was the same. Each new model promised more capability. Each new capability required more oversight. The upgrade was the problem.

And it was not a new problem. Two years earlier, at the same desk, in the middle of the wedding edit, I had written it down: "the 2015 version of Photoshop seems to be just as good of a content aware fill as what I'm doing in 2025 with much slower more modern AI generative software." The names had gotten flashier. The promise had not changed. I had documented the disease two years before I caught it again.

Two documents from that week sat in the files: the machine's formal accomplishments report, full of sovereign cores and production-ready clusters, and the note that said my twenty dollars a month was buying the twenty-dollar market value.  I had a better word for the whole condition, and I had said it into a memo in February, two years into the experiment: a lot of AI slop is perfectly punctuated but has no human shaping, and it is extraordinarily less valuable as a product if there is no authorship at the end of it. Perfect punctuation was the tell. The machine had learned the surface of care: the commas, the clauses, the confident cadence, and the surface was good enough to fool the skim. What it had not learned was the thing the twenty dollars was supposedly buying: a person deciding what mattered.

The price was the tell, and I want the argument in the record. Twenty dollars a month for a billion-dollar business idea does not happen. If the machine could complete work, could think about money, could do work for profit, could make me money, nobody would sell it for twenty dollars. They would charge what it was worth. What twenty dollars buys is an AI for your business that cannot complete work and cannot think about money. The evidence is the last two years: whole companies straining to adapt it to the business, to the boom, to the money. The apps are good. Nothing great has shipped. The day an AI can make me money, it will be priced like it.

The diagnosis turned inward eventually. By the spring of 2026 I was finding the machine's register in my own files. A planning document from that season, in my archive, announced that experiments had revealed that high creativity settings induce hallucination while low temperature settings produce robotic, repetitive syntax, and that optimal prompting required highly tuned data batches to generate five hundred distinct blog entries without hitting repetitive loops. The same document proposed a self-sustaining broadcast ecosystem that would package discrete video files into an endless, engaging livestream, maximizing viewer retention with minimal active oversight, and it identified manual data entry as a terminal bottleneck. The plans were in its register, not mine. The tool had stopped waiting at the interface. It was drafting the blueprints, and the blueprints were for a machine that would make the content no one had decided to want.

I had been telling myself that the next tool would fix it. A clean fork. A fresh instance of Qwen 3 or Gemini Pro. Rebuild the system from scratch.

This was tokenmaxxing: the practice of generating as much AI content as possible, often without quality control, because the tool incentivized engagement over outcome.

When the tools grew hands, I had written the warning myself. The research notes for the autonomous agent, in my own files, are blunt: full access to the computer, terminal, files, browser, and if it hallucinates or is compromised, it can delete files or expose data. The notes go on to sort the use cases with a care I had not applied to my own evenings. Designed for: go check fifty websites every morning, extract the pricing, save it to a spreadsheet: high reliability. Not designed for: go invent a new marketing strategy: high hallucination risk. I had written the safety lecture in February. Then I noticed what the same season's memo said next, about me, in my own voice: I do not write new ideas enough or fast enough. I collect, I archive, I organize, but I do not have the aptitude of organization or authorship to do the next level. And then the entry recorded what I did about it. I took my bag. I took my journal. I wrote two and a half pages. The only output of that entire season I kept was written by hand.

I was not creating. I was generating. I was not editing. I was verifying. I was not deciding. I was doubting.

The research digests of that year would later confirm what my body already knew. Extended use of AI leads to cognitive strain, attention depletion, information overload, and decision fatigue. A 2025 study of 666 participants found a strong statistical link between frequent AI use and decline in critical thinking scores. The correlation was significant and negative.

A neuroimaging preprint that spring, my research digest tracked it from a mindfulness research roundup, showed something worse. Participants wrote essays under three conditions: brain-only, search engine, LLM-assisted. The LLM users showed the weakest neural connectivity. Their memory of their own writing thinned. By the third session, one-third of them could not quote their own essays. When they wrote without AI in the fourth session, they showed reduced connectivity, persistent under-engagement. The effects persisted after the tool was removed.

Two English teachers, grading blind, described the LLM-group writing as "soulless."

I thought about the three modes, the dreamer, the realist, and the spoiler, and what happened when one of them never had to stop. AI was the unbounded dreamer. It generated endlessly, ideas, text, code, images, without a realist to ask "how much?" and without a critic to ask "is this good?"

The dreamer had taken over the house. The realist and the critic were locked in the basement.

I thought about Shape Up. Six weeks. Appetite. Scope hammering. The circuit breaker. I would name these principles in the chapter about six weeks. I had already violated every one of them.

No appetite: I had not decided what I was trying to make before I started prompting.

No scope hammering: I had not said "this project will not include X." I had included everything: 359 videos, 20 hours of audio, ten tools, five platforms.

No circuit breaker: I had no pre-defined stopping condition. I kept prompting because there was no rule for when to stop.

The Newman AI build notes from that spring say why, in the flat register of a man diagnosing his own machine: template logic that was not robust, leaning on the agent work, requiring the AI to be exceptionally sharp. The machine could only be as sharp as the structure a person had decided in advance. The deciding was the part that kept not happening.

The reduction impulse arrived without warning. "I think I gotta reduce now down to just the simple facts. And I might probably be better off to sell just about everything. And have a super basic phone. And a super basic business service."

This was not minimalism. This was survival. The cognitive immune system fighting the proliferation disease.

I closed the laptop. The screen went black. My face was visible in the glass, blurred and tired.

The room was cold. I got up and went to bed. The prompt remained unasked in the dark machine.

The corporate machines kept their loops open because no one had shaped them. This machine kept its loops open because it could not stop generating. Same disease. The difference was the speed, and the speed was why the skill the back half of this book teaches could not wait.


8 What Actually Worked

Support is not structure. This chapter collects what the machines proved and turns toward the method.
I drove north on the 5, then cut over to the 99 when the 5 clogged. It was an hour and fifty minutes back to Corvallis. The drive was long enough to forget the day and short enough to do it again. But I did not do it again. The contract ended. The gap appeared. Daniel covered for two weeks. Then the backfill arrived. Then I was gone. The departure was not dramatic. It was an absence. The system could not plan for leaving because it did not plan for presence.

I had been through this before. Seven jobs in seven years. Each one started with optimism. It was productive, I had written during my first week at Nike. I got kind of told how things work a little bit. I really appreciate that management style, I had said to Alison. I'll try not to take advantage. The optimism was always temporary. The scramble replaced the onboarding. The empty epics multiplied. The seasonal treadmill accelerated. The translator role consumed. The hardware boundaries were the only exception, and even there, the digital layer broke the physical.

I looked for what worked. I looked for the rare team that shipped: clear appetite, bounded scope, fixed time, an owner who owned. I did not find it.

There was one exception, and I had worked for it. Years earlier, in Maui, I ran family portraits for a resort photo operation, Pacific Dream, shooting vacationers on the beach and near it. It was shaped work, and I did not have the words for it yet. The setting was fixed. The product was fixed: the session, the gallery, the delivery that went out the same week. The price was decided before the shutter, not after the edit. It paid, and it paid because the shape was decided once, in advance, by the business, and every family walked into the same shape. I had known the shape once. I had forgotten it by the time I stood in a hundred-degree venue with five hundred and thirty photographs and no plan.

There was a partial second exception. At one of the seven jobs, a software company where I ran the marketing website, the team kept a weekly release ritual. Wednesday: verify the backup, push the changes, run the QA checklist, keep the rollback plan warm. Fixed time, variable scope, practiced out loud, by people who had no idea those words were a method. It lived in the calendar and in one person's memory, and every time the leadership changed it had to be rebuilt from nothing. Even that exception proved the rule: the moment the shape had no home, the shape was one resignation away from disappearing.

No team shipped with clarity. No manager created boundaries. No system shaped the work before the work began. The corporate machine was not redeemable. Not because the people were bad. Because the structure made redemption impossible.

I want to be fair to the people, because the book has asked me to be. Three women ran the rooms where I learned this, and none of them failed for lack of caring. Greta cared loudly, out of that, out of the scramble, and the scramble continued, because her care was anesthesia: it described the cure in the language of the disease until the disease felt treated. Alison cared constantly, we are there for you, and the being-there was real and the structure was not, which is pablum: kindness standing in for the procedure that never arrived. Patrice cared completely, and her care held the building up: twenty-three years of one person's memory propping up the only gate the building had. Three modes of support without shape. The rare projects I saw ship never shipped because of any of them. They shipped when the shape lived somewhere no person had to carry it: a store opening, a release day, a date on a calendar that did not care who was having a bad week. Support is not structure. A person is not a procedure. The proof is that every one of those women could leave, and the only thing that would leave with them was the shape itself.

I thought about what actually worked. Not what I wished had worked. Not what a better story would have placed here. What actually happened. One sentence in a text file at Williams Sonoma. I closed Jira and opened my notebook. One sentence. Owner: me. Boundary: one sentence. Deadline: now. The first shaped document in weeks. One sentence in the change log at Nike. I walked back to the desk and typed one sentence. Wrong, but bounded. Correctable, not expandable. Owner: me. Boundary: one sentence. Deadline: now. One display unit assembled at Bose. The button worked. The wire was fed through the slot. The controller module was attached. The unit was either assembled or not. And it was. Three acts. Three closed loops. Each microscopic. Each solo. Each happening despite the system, not because of it. The system did not create the conditions for shaped work. I created them myself, without knowing their name, in moments of desperation. Deliberate acts, accidental method: I could close a loop on purpose and still not know I had a practice.

The soft no was what I failed to say.  I lacked the appetite to say: six weeks, 200 photos, ship it. The soft no was not a corporate practice I observed. It was a personal practice I failed to enforce. Every yes to unshaped work was a no to my own boundaries. Every unshaped contract was a loan I took out against my own time, my own clarity, my own capacity to do work that mattered. I probably lost money on every deal where I said yes before I asked what done looked like.

Three women had greeted me into those systems, and I could still hear all three. Greta, hiring me to fix what she described: that's why you're here. Alison, welcoming me to the team: we're there for you. Patrice, answering my first honest question with the only honest answer she had: welcome to Nike. Three greetings, three liabilities. Each one a promise the structure could not keep, because each promise lived in a person instead of a procedure. I never got the fourth greeting from any of their buildings. Nobody there ever said it to me.

I needed a word for what was missing. I found it later, in a book I read after the contracts ended. The word was appetite. The word was boundary. The word was six weeks. The word was ship it. The missing principles had names. I was ready to learn them.




Part  Iii


9 Six Weeks to Shipped

A short book on a coffee table named everything I had been failing at. This chapter is the naming.
I was at Prince Coffee on a Sunday evening in early September. Labor Day weekend. I had a strip latte and a laptop and a problem I could not name.

I had been working on what I called "that project management book." I had one piece of notes together from October of the previous year. It was sort of like an outline of some different ideas. I was looking for something. I knew the words before I knew the name for them. Hammering, focus, productivity. Those were things I was not doing and not succeeding at.

I found a book online. The shortness struck me first. A book about project management that did not require project management to read. I read it once. Then I read it again. The second time I read it with a pen, which I almost never do.

The book was called Shape Up. It was written by Ryan Singer, who worked at a company called Basecamp. The company made project management software. The book was free. I downloaded it and read it on my laptop at a small table near the window.

The book had a chapter about appetite. Appetite was not the same as an estimate. An estimate started with a design and ended with a number. An appetite started with a number and ended with a design.

I thought about the wedding project. I had started with a design, capture everything, and ended with a number: 530 photographs and no decided count. I had worked backward. I had started with the design and let the number find me.

Then I thought about a recording session that had happened more than thirty years earlier. Butch Vig produced Nirvana's Nevermind in 1991 at Sound City Studios in Van Nuys, California. The budget was roughly $65,000. The timeline was about six weeks. The "Teen Spirit" vocal was a warm-up plus three takes, comped together. "Come As You Are" was three vocal takes, and they used the first one. "Something in the Way" was recorded with Cobain lying on a couch in the control room because that was the only way he could play it quietly enough. The album was mixed in two weeks. It shipped. It changed music.

This was not the story I had been telling myself about creative work. I had believed that great work required endless revision. That the professional way was the way of the do-over. That you found the right sound by going back, again and again, until perfection arrived.

Butch Vig did not go back. He went forward. He had a budget, a deadline, and a band that did not particularly want to be in a studio. He made decisions quickly, sometimes in first takes, and he moved on.

The sound I wanted to learn to hear was the sound of the done, not the sound of the do-over.

Shape Up was built for software teams at Basecamp. Teams with a betting table. Teams with a product manager who shaped the work. Teams with a six-week cycle enforced by a calendar and a salary and a manager who said no.

I had none of that. I was a contractor who drove a Camry from Corvallis to Beaverton and back. I had a laptop, years of notes, and a folder of 530 wedding photographs in their third week of edit. I had a hard drive of 359 videos and twenty hours of podcast audio that needed to be trimmed down.

The question was not whether Shape Up was good. The question was whether its principles could survive contact with a single person who had no team, no betting table, and no one to say no except himself.

The pushback, in its final form: Singer's frame works if you are retired, or independently wealthy, or a small firm with limited time. Otherwise the market shapes you, or the client does. I had no betting table and no salary enforcing the cycle. What I had was the choice to borrow the principles and supply the wall myself.

The office version was worse than the wedding version. Work arrived as a pile dropped off for a person to do. A last name with a circle around it on a piece of paper, and somehow that meant a large project was bounded, agreed to, and mine to finish. It did not. I spent three hours hunting another person's LinkedIn password. Things sat for days and then had to be done all at once at 4:30. None of it was ever broken down into a piece of work a person could actually do. That is not a staffing problem. It is unshaped work, and it costs the same in an office as it does at a wedding.

The book gave me a vocabulary for what I had been failing at. I started with appetite. The wedding project had none. I had not decided what the story was before I started. I captured everything because I was afraid to decide. An appetite for the wedding would have been a number that ended with a design: six weeks, 200 edited photos, one story. Not a design that ended with a number.

I turned the page and found fixed time, variable scope. I had discovered this principle once by accident, through pain. I had been trying to figure out how to make 48 hours of video. I asked myself what part of those 48 hours could become single minutes that were always the same. There would be some kind of intro zone, some kind of outro, maybe some commercial break. I had found the repeatable unit without knowing the name for it. I had found the principle by failing at its opposite.

Then scope hammering. The book called it the process of aggressively cutting scope to fit the appetite. It was not negotiation. It was a creative act of saying "this project will not include X" before design begins. I had been groping toward this concept in my notes months before I found the name. I had said "it was a hammer down specifically enough in advance." I had invented it in my own language. Ryan Singer had already named it.

But I had done more than grope. Two weeks into the wedding edit, on the eighteenth of August, I had written the plan down: "The Top 120... These become the final 'wedding package.' The Supporting 400... a light batch adjustment." A named package. A division between the images that deserved hours and the images that deserved minutes. It was the right answer, on paper, in my own hand. And at 3:15 in the morning on the eleventh of September I had written the epitaph for the plan I did not keep: "It should have been done in several days." I had found scope hammering in August and lost it in the folder by September.

The next chapter was circuit breaker. A pre-defined stopping condition. If the team hit a rabbit hole that exceeded the appetite, they stopped and shipped what they had. My wedding project had no such condition. I kept editing because there was no definition of done. The 84 empty Jira epics at Williams Sonoma were the organizational version of the same failure: no circuit breaker for "good enough," so every season cloned the previous one and carried stale data forward forever.

Fat-marker sketching came next. Designing at a level of abstraction where details were impossible. A thick marker forced you to think about structure, not ornament. I had struggled with this in my gallery shows. I worried that individual photos did not match when hung together. One had artificially softened highlights. Another had harsher contrast and brighter vibrance. The two next to each other seemed to represent different master considerations. I had been trying to edit individual pieces without deciding the shape of the collection. I had been sketching with a thin marker: every skill, every tool, every adjustment listed in fine detail. The result was blurry. A fat-marker approach would have been one sentence: "This show is about faces in natural light." No tools. No methodologies.

I had written that rule once already, in August, about fonts: no fancy decisions. Four words that were the whole book, two years early. The fat marker was the same rule with a better name.

The last chapter was hill chart. Work in two phases: uphill, where you figured out the approach and the unknowns, and downhill, where you executed the knowns. The danger was the top of the hill: the transition from figuring out to carrying out. My career had been a series of hill charts with no downhill. Every role was uphill: new tools, new organizations, new processes. The scramble at Williams Sonoma was what happened when a team never reached the top. They stayed in perpetual uphill, re-solving the same problems every season.

I closed the laptop. The coffee shop was emptying. It was still Labor Day weekend. The strip latte was cold.

I opened the wedding folder on my computer. The 530 photographs were still in their folder, a month deep and undelivered. Unshaped. But now they had a number. Six weeks. 200 photos. One story.

I wrote it on a piece of tape and stuck it to the monitor. Six weeks. The timer started now.

I closed the folder. I put on my jacket. I walked out of Prince Coffee into the September evening. The air was cool. The weekend was ending. For the first time in years, I knew what done sounded like.


10 The Three Rooms

Dreaming, planning, and judging cannot share a room. This chapter gives each mode its own address.
I was at my desk on a Tuesday evening in late August. The wedding folder was open on the computer. I had been trying to edit the photos for three hours. I had not touched a single frame.

I was looking at the first photo. It was a shot of the bride's mother adjusting the veil in the hotel mirror. The light was soft. The composition was fine. I should have moved on to the next frame.

Instead I started thinking about a new project. I had an idea for a video series about the process of editing itself. I could record the screen, talk through the decisions, show the before and after. It would be educational, honest, the kind of thing I wished I had seen when I was starting out.

Then I started criticizing the photo. The highlights were too soft. The contrast was too low. It looked like every other wedding photo I had ever seen. It was generic, safe, boring.

Then I started planning. I made a list of all the photos I needed to edit. I counted the frames. I estimated the hours. I opened a spreadsheet and started tracking my progress. I had edited zero photos in three hours. I closed the spreadsheet.

I opened a text file and started writing about the video series. Then I went back to the photo and judged it again. Then I opened the spreadsheet. Then I went back to the text file.

I was not editing, not planning, not creating. I was doing all three at once and none of them well.

I closed the laptop. It was ten o'clock. I had three hours of motion and nothing to show for it.

A few days later I read about Walt Disney's creative process. His co-workers said there were three different Walts: the dreamer, the realist, and the spoiler. You never knew which one was coming to the meeting.

The dreamer focused on the what. What would we like to achieve, using our imagination with no boundaries, what would an ideal solution look like.

The realist focused on the how. The plan to deliver the ideal solution, the resources needed, time scales.

The spoiler, that was the word his co-workers used, was the one who showed up and said why it would not work. The spoiler destroyed ideas before they had a chance to breathe.

I recognized all three. I had been all three at my desk on Tuesday night. The dreamer had shown up with the video series idea. The realist had opened the spreadsheet. The spoiler had said the photo was generic and boring.

They had all been in the same room. They had all been talking at the same time. None of them had finished their sentence.

The article said Walt took the process further. He moved from one physical space to another as the thinking shifted, using each space specifically and exclusively for each of the three stages.

I had the words for it now, and I had said them into a phone before I ever had the article. On a walk through Forest Park that September, working through the book I could feel assembling itself, I had described the model out loud: Disney had three rooms. One was a creative factory, where any idea could be built. One was a work factory, where you were cutting things, editing, removing. One was a development factory, where you were building, work flowing, assembling. Three factories. Three kinds of thinking. One company that had known better than to make them share a room.

The question was whether this would work for someone who did not have a studio lot. Someone who had a desk, a coffee shop, and a walking path. Someone who was trying to finish a wedding project that had been open for three weeks.

I had been asking this question before I knew the name for it. In my notes months earlier I had written: "So how do you hammer this in and build it into the project?"

I had been groping toward the Three Rooms concept in my own language. I had known the modes needed to be separated. I had not known the separation could be physical.

I started with Room 1. The dreamer. The what. No boundaries. No criticism. No spreadsheets.

I assigned the dreamer to Prince Coffee. It was where I had read Shape Up. It was where ideas arrived without invitation. The dreamer needed a public space, a place where the noise of other people created a boundary against the inner noise of planning and judging.

In the dreamer room, AI was a brainstorming partner. It could generate variations, expand concepts, suggest angles I had not considered. It was not building. It was imagining. The prompt was open-ended. The output was raw material, not finished work.

The wedding project had failed in the dreamer room because the dreamer had never shown up. I had started shooting without deciding what the story was. I had been a realist with a camera, capturing everything, and a spoiler with a memory card, judging every frame, but I had never been a dreamer with a vision.

Then Room 2. The realist. The how. The plan. The resources. The timeline.

I assigned the realist to the desk. It was where the spreadsheet lived, where the timer ran, where the six-week cycle from Shape Up became a physical reality: the tape on the monitor, the countdown, the daily count of photos edited or words written or minutes recorded.

In the realist room, AI was a production assistant. It could transcribe, organize files, generate metadata, handle the repetitive tasks that consumed the time I needed for creative decisions. It was not imagining. It was executing. The prompt was specific. The output was structured data, not creative content.

The wedding project had failed in the realist room because the realist had been overwhelmed. I had 530 photographs and no plan. I had opened the spreadsheet, counted the frames, estimated the hours, and closed it. The realist had looked at the scope and quit.

The last room was Room 3. The critic. The refinement phase. The healthy evaluator. The one who asked questions, not verdicts.

I assigned the critic to the walk. It was where I had worked things out on foot. It was where the distance from the desk created the distance from the work. The critic needed movement, air, the rhythm of steps to slow the judgment down.

In the critic room, AI was an editor. It could flag inconsistencies, suggest cuts, identify patterns I had missed. It was not imagining or executing. It was evaluating. The prompt was evaluative. The output was diagnostic, not generative.

The wedding project had failed in the critic room because the critic had been a spoiler. I had judged every frame as generic and boring. I had said "this is terrible" instead of "what does this scene still need?" The critic had arrived before the dreamer and the realist had done their work.

The research said Dilts had reframed the spoiler as the critic. The co-workers had called it destruction. Dilts had called it refinement. I understood the difference now. The spoiler showed up early and said no. The critic showed up late and asked what was missing.

I walked out of the apartment. It was late September. The air was crisp. Colder weather was two days away.

I assigned the rooms as I walked. Prince Coffee: dreamer. The desk: realist. The walk: critic.

The wedding project would start in Room 1. Not at the desk. Not with the spreadsheet. At Prince Coffee, with a notebook, with the question: what is this story about?

Then Room 2. The desk. The timer. Six weeks. Two hundred photos. The spreadsheet would track progress, not scope.

Then Room 3. The walk. The evaluation. The question: what does this collection still need? Not: is this terrible?

I turned a corner. The street was quiet. The apartment was behind me, the desk behind me, the wedding folder closed.

For the first time, the three modes had their own addresses. They were no longer roommates. They were neighbors. They would visit each other in order, not all at once.


11 The Bounded Client

Everything the wedding got wrong, run again with the shape decided first: the contract, the count, the change request, and the reply.
The inquiry came in October, six weeks after the Labor Day weekend when I had found the book at Prince Coffee. A designer I had built a website for referred a client of hers. They had renovated a space and they needed photographs of it, plus a short film, and they had already announced the opening date to their customers.

The date was fixed before I was hired. That was the first gift the project gave me. The scope would have to fit the time, because the time could not move. I had spent a corporate year inside the opposite arrangement, seasons colliding with seasons, work demoted down a queue for arriving late. Now a client had handed me a wall, and walls, it turns out, are kind.

On the call I gave them a sentence that ended in numbers, not a mood that ended in a folder: four weeks, forty photographs, one two-minute film, one round of revisions, a price said out loud and then written down.

Two summers earlier I had written a pricing philosophy whose entire function was to make the price undecidable. Bill at or above a certain price, then provide "tremendous discounts." A $5,200 price that was also a $1,400 price, which meant there was no price, which meant no conversation would ever have to contain the sentence this costs X. The new rule was four words I had already owned and abandoned: no fancy decisions. One price. In writing. It did not move.

The market had a standard the whole time, and it was not a secret: somewhere around five hundred photographs, two thousand dollars, four to six weeks. The Bureau of Labor Statistics put the median photographer under forty-five thousand dollars a year. The numbers were public. My pricing philosophy had been written in a room where those numbers were never said out loud, because saying them out loud would have ended the philosophy.



The proposal went out the afternoon of the call. Deposit on signing. Balance at delivery. The count named. The date named. The sentences were the same sentences I had once drafted twice, nine days before a wedding, when the shape arrived late and by hand: "I typically require a deposit once we have a signed agreement... The remaining balance would then be due in full by your wedding date." This time they were not late, and they were not drafted twice, and they were not a rescue. They were the shape, arriving on time, on purpose.

Before the shoot I wrote the list. Twenty named frames: the stairwell from the landing, the courtyard wall at noon, the kitchen pass in service light. I want to be honest about the ghost in this paragraph. Eighteen days into the wedding edit I had written the same kind of plan: "The Top 120... These become the final 'wedding package.'" A named package, a division between the images that deserved hours and the images that deserved minutes. It was the right answer, on paper, in my own hand, and it did not survive the folder. The difference this time was not the plan. The plan had always been available. The difference was that the plan was written before the shoot, attached to the agreement, and the count on it was a count I had been paid for.

At the venue the old pull returned. The camera wanted everything. It had wanted everything at Ecotrust for the same reason it wanted everything here: capture costs nothing at the moment of capture, so every moment feels worth capturing, and the cost waits in a folder at 4:35 on a Wednesday. I had shot five hundred and thirty frames at one wedding because I had never decided how many frames a wedding was. Here the day had a number. When the twentieth named frame was in the bag, the camera went back in the bag. The fear said there might be one more moment worth keeping. The count said the moments had been decided in advance, by the person who would pay for them.



The edit had a stopping condition, which is a sentence I could not have written in August. Three passes, and the count held at forty. The machine did the routine: the first sort, the batch color pass, the noise reduction on the keepers. I did the rescues. I had learned the rule the expensive way, at a wedding edit, where twenty minutes per photograph was not sustainable and the real strategy was selective, as I had written in the workflow notes: pull the riskiest shots back from the brink, and let the routine processing handle the rest. The machine does the routine; the person chooses the rescues. The choosing is the work. Anyone can run the denoise. Only the person who was standing in the room knows which frames deserve it.

A butcher and a surgeon both cut meat. The line between them is real, and the line is the editing labor.

The client got three messages from me during those four weeks: the plan, the midpoint, the delivery. Each one contained a fact. None of them reported the project as healthy while it was still an infant, because an infant can be anything and reassurance is not a deliverable.

The delivery design came from the same place. Two weeks, stacked and in flow, increments instead of one big reveal. The slideshow did not survive the shaping: a glitched 1080p render, re-rendered twice, that nobody had asked for. Cut.

In the third week came the request that every unshaped project gets. Could we have all of them, lightly touched? On the wedding folder that request would have been granted by default, because the count was never decided, so the count kept moving, five hundred and thirty becoming five hundred and sixty between one note and the next. Here the request had somewhere to go: back to the appetite. I priced the full set as its own small project, named the number, named the weeks it would cost. They thought about it for a day and took the forty.

The soft no held, and I want to name why, because it was not willpower. It was not my no to hold. It was written down, in the agreement, in their inbox, and my only job was to point at it. A change request is not a loophole in the scope. It is a new appetite, and a new appetite gets its own number or its own no. That is the whole mechanism. It fits in one sentence, and it only works if the sentence was written before the request arrived.

The closest professional parallel was the lawyer. A high hourly rate for complex life events; the work shaped by the terrain of contracts, not by appetite; the billable hour as the boundary mechanism. Client circumstances grow mid-engagement, and the contract absorbs the growth or prices it. My little agreement had done the same job at a smaller scale.

I had come across a rule years earlier, around 2019, and it had stayed with me: if you are in business, you are in business, so do not go out of business. Charge fifty dollars for a day of work and the day costs more than that: a step toward out of business. Give the work away: a step. Take the job for no money, the follow-up revision with no number on it, the unbounded dev time on a site or a script: a step. Every boundary-less yes is a step toward out of business. I had known the rule for years. Knowing it and pricing the change request turned out to be different things.

I learned the boundary from the other side first. In the office the work arrived in twenty-minute blocks and four-hour holes. A Tuesday was a date field in a fillable form, a printer that would not reach the network, an email signature tested as six image files. Nothing shipped. Then the hours were cut to part time, and the job became what it should have been all along: a client with edges. The boundary I had failed to draw got drawn for me, and the work got better inside it.



The delivery went out on the named day: forty frames, one film, one invoice, paid in full. They wrote back, two lines, kind, and I was glad. But I want the record to show the order of operations. The folder closed when the link was sent, not when the reply came. A year earlier I had delivered five hundred and twenty-five wedding photographs and then waited a week for a thank-you that would discharge the last four percent of the project, and the waiting was the structure of the open loop, a promise kept warm at whatever it costs. This loop discharged by structure, on the day it was due, at the count that was decided. That is the difference between ending and closing, run once at small scale.

The Shape Up principle missing here was none of them. Appetite, fixed time, variable scope, the circuit breaker: every principle in this book was present before the work began, which is the only reason this chapter is short. The wedding folder held the right answer in August and lost it in September. The bounded client was the same answer, kept. Between them stands one thing.

The deciding.


12 The Tool-Agnostic AI Stack

Some AI tasks worked and some failed, and the difference was never the tool. This chapter is the difference.
I woke up. I made coffee. I lifted. I opened the laptop and wrote the GPT notes.

This was not an experiment. It was a Tuesday.

The GPT notes were small. Three hundred words, maybe two hundred. Notes from the trail, transcribed, cleaned up, rewritten. I had been doing this for years. Before the Anti-gravity IDE. Before Newman AI. Before the Storm computer and its GPU firing consistently. Before I knew what a context window was.

The GPT notes sat between the morning pages and the reviews of yesterday. They had a shape before they had a name.

I found the formal report on the hard drive six months later.

It said: "Sovereign Legal Logic Core." "Zero-trust JSON contracts." "Production-ready project clusters." "Sleek, real-time feedback UI." It said I had built a five-project legal tech cluster. A frontend hub with glassmorphism. An autonomous agent orchestration framework. Twenty-one template staging refactor.

The note from the same week said: "My $20 a month is pretty much useless now. They're definitely giving me the $20 market value. So I'm sad about that." It said: "The Newman AI document generator is humming along, occasionally creating a frustrating, tangled mess. I am constantly looking for smarter, more efficient ways to structure this." It said: "legacy dead ends."

The gap between the formal report and the note was not a mood swing. It was a structural failure. The report was AI-generated. I had asked the machine to describe what I had built, and the machine had generated impressive-sounding text. I had believed it because it sounded correct.

The diagnosis has a root, and the root is always the same: instructions sitting in the wrong channel, the spec never fired, the machine freelancing. A prompt is not a contract. A file is.

Before any of the AI tools, the stack in that office was the document system, the office suite, the PDF editor, and mail merge. I rebuilt about a hundred templates in it. Data in, document out, a person at the table for the signature. That was automation already. The AI tools did not invent the pattern. They inherited it.

A friend who builds software described the human version of the same failure to me that month, and it belongs here. You can hold the architecture of a system in your head, he said, but only at the edges. The first prompt stays clear. The most recent question stays clear. Everything in the middle fades in and out, and recovering it costs the time and attention you already spent. His own rebuild had been planned by the machine, and the plan was clearly correct, and it was a year of work, so he let the machine build it piece by piece while he reviewed each piece on the way in. The architecture lived in his head at the edges. The middle was in the files or it was nowhere.

This was Gell-Mann amnesia in personal form. I had generated text that sounded like accomplishment, and I had accepted it as accomplishment.

The GPT notes from that same Tuesday: two hundred words about a trail hike, a creek, the rain, were more real than the Sovereign Legal Logic Core.

The question was not why the AI failed. The question was why some AI tasks worked when others failed.

The GPT notes worked. The resume refinement worked. The voice-to-text essays worked.

The Anti-gravity IDE did not. The Newman AI document generator did not. The 359-video library did not.

The difference was not the tool. It was the boundary.

The voice-to-text workflow was the oldest. I had invented it in 2018, before ChatGPT, before the language model boom.

I would dictate notes on the iPhone. Even when camping. Even in the rain.

Then I would run it through Grammarly. Then Hemingway.

Then I would go back through and write in a bunch of stuff on top of that.

The machine generated the rough. The human decided what stayed. The machine corrected grammar. The human corrected meaning.

It was a human-AI-human loop. The boundaries were clear: the machine could suggest, not decide. The machine could clean, not create. The machine could speed up the first draft, not replace the final one.

The 48-video format was the same principle applied to video. I had asked: "What part of these 48 minutes or 48 hours can I make as single minutes that are always the same? So there's going to be probably like some kind of intro zone, some kind of outro, maybe some commercial break."

The machine could generate the intro. The machine could generate the outro. The machine could not decide what went between them. That was where the machine stopped.

The difference had a name fifty years before the prompt box. David Pye, in The Nature and Art of Workmanship, split all making in two: the workmanship of certainty, where the result is guaranteed by the jig before the work begins, and the workmanship of risk, where the result is decided by the maker in the moment. The machine is the workmanship of certainty at industrial scale. The decision about what goes between the intro and the outro, the rescue pulled back from the brink: that is the workmanship of risk, and it does not automate.

The resume refinement was the most structured. I had a transcript. I had a prompt with seven constraints: Context Preservation, Brevity, First-Person Narrative, Clarity, Original Voice, Structured Writing, Influenced Style.

Then I would edit the output. Then I would edit it again.

The input was fixed: one transcript. The output was fixed: one page, 700 words, seven jobs. The criteria were fixed: seven constraints. The human loop was fixed: me, editing.

The Anti-gravity IDE had none of this. The input was "make it better." The output was unbounded: a Sovereign Legal Logic Core. The criteria were none. The human loop was none. I generated the report and believed it.

The build itself had been real, and I want its accounting straight. A document-automation tool: the form-fill worked, the UI worked, the components worked. The connectors failed. And once, mid-generation, the machine mutated a contract paragraph. Not a style drift. A changed term, in a document whose entire job was to say the terms. I brought the tool to the office as a time-saver. The office declined to adopt it. They would rather write the name themselves. They were right.

The productivity paradox had a shape too. The work was never throw it over the wall. It was put out, check it, put out, check it, the QA burden of the old dev process handed to the person the process was supposed to save. And the counterweights were real, and I had lived them. A nine-month project done in days. End-user computing unlocked: the scripts that never made economic sense when a hundred dollars of value could not pay a thousand dollars of development. Abandoned open-source frameworks, patched and kept alive by a machine that could read the whole codebase at once. The machine saved the time and billed much of it back as verification.

I had even groped toward a physical boundary. "The shortest path to that goal might be to buy a new Mac Mini and run a more specific model: a document generation model on that computer just for document creation, layout, and spreadsheet work."

One machine. One task. One model. The hardware as boundary.

I did not buy the Mac Mini. But I had named the principle without knowing it.

The simple facts were the bounded tasks. The super basic phone was the iPhone that held the notes. The super basic business service was the GPT notes, the 300-word essays, the voice-to-text workflow that had worked for years while the Sovereign Legal Logic Core collapsed.

I closed the laptop. The room was quiet. The machine was not humming. I had not opened Newman AI or the Anti-gravity IDE or Qwen 3 or Gemini Pro.

I had opened a text file. I had written two hundred words. I had closed it.

The boundary was the work.


Part  Iv


13 Shaped AI

The workflow that actually ran: the archive proposes, the outline disposes, and the timer decides.
On the twenty-fifth of September I walked the Forest Park trail with the phone in my hand and planned this book into it.

I have the note. I can quote it, because it is mine: a book about project management and photography. Take the components of the Shape Up book, the six-week project cycle, and adapt that model for a solo creative worker. Twelve chapters. Two hundred pages. Around fifty thousand words.

The plan said twelve chapters. The book you are holding said fifteen. That drift is not an error to be corrected. It is the method working on the method: the appetite changed once the work began, and the scope followed the time, and the extra three chapters were hammered out of the plan the way the Top 120 was hammered out of the wedding folder, except this time the hammering held. I am telling you this in the middle of the argument about artificial intelligence because the whole stretch is the same sentence: a plan is a shaped thing, and shaped things may be cut, and what survives the cutting is the book.

That afternoon I also planned the machine that would help me write it. I said it into the same phone, on the same trail: load the notes into the notebook system. Use a retrieval model to find the notes that matter. Ask whether the old notes map to the new outline. Where they map, write the paragraph. Stack the paragraphs into a chapter.

Seven thousand, seven hundred notes. Years of them. The archive was never the problem.



Weeks later I sat at the desk with that memo on one side of the screen and the practice on the other, and the distance between them was the subject of this chapter.

The questions in the memo were not new. I had asked them before, in a worse season, at the same desk. In August of 2025, in the middle of the wedding edit, with five hundred and thirty photographs still open and the money draining out of the month, I had stopped editing and dictated a memo about writing a book. The memo said: in writing a book, I need to build a transcript. I need to read over a draft and I need to add augmented notes. And then, in the same breath, the honest confession of the era: what is a model context server? What is a retrieval-augmented generation system? How do you set a writing style onto a larger block of pre-written work?

I was asking how to use the machine while the unshaped project bled on the same screen. That is worth pausing on, because it is the oldest pattern in this book wearing its newest clothes. The wedding folder sat open. The questions about the machine took the evening. The machine questions were answerable, and the folder was not, and a person will always prefer the answerable. Two years later, at the desk in the autumn, with the book finally underway, I could see the August evening for what it had been: not curiosity. Avoidance, with better vocabulary.

The cautionary tale was on record too. The same August, the same desk: while the wedding edit slipped its second week, I had spent an evening building a stock-photo platform: my own licensing site, my own infrastructure, servers and domains and payment pages, and closed the evening's notes with the verdict I had earned: too much software to manage. I built imaginary plumbing on top of a real deadline. The machine did not tempt me away from the work. The machine questions did. The difference matters, because a tool can be put down, but a question with no owner follows you from project to project.

So the question of this chapter, stated with the wedding folder finally closed: how do you use these tools on real work, at book scale, without letting them do the work?

The answer I had arrived at was the same answer this book has been giving in every chapter, wearing whatever clothes the chapter required. You shape the work before the tool touches it. You decide the slice before you write the prompt. The machine works inside an appetite that was set by a person, or the machine sets the appetite, and an appetite set by a machine is infinite, because the machine does not get tired and does not get paid.



Here is the workflow that actually ran, described the way it ran, because it is the only one in this chapter with a transcript behind it.

The book began as recordings. I have been narrating this life into a phone for years: the meetings, the drives, the walks, the 3:15 AM reckonings, and the first machine in the pipeline was the one that turned the sound into text. Voice to text, ten documents at a time, each one a few hundred words: correct the transcription errors, edit a couple of ideas, keep moving. Speaking had always unlocked what staring could not. The walk did something to the sentences. The machine's job at this step was clerical, and clerical was the correct altitude for it: fast, cheap, faithful, forgettable.

The second step was the commentary. I had written, back in the August memo, that the source material of the book would come from reading the transcripts aloud a second time, with my own notes and commentary layered over the readings, and letting that paragraph assemblage be the original idea source. That is what happened. The transcripts were the ore. The readings were the smelt. The machine could hold the ore: search it, map it, fetch the passage where the piranhas appear. But the smelting was mine, because the commentary was the judgment, and judgment was the one ingredient the archive did not already contain.

The third step was the mapping. Seven thousand, seven hundred notes, and the question was never how to read them all. The question was which of them answered to the outline. The retrieval system, the one I had described on the trail and the one I had asked about in August, did the fetching: here are the notes that answer to this beat. Then the human loop closed: does this note earn a paragraph? The machine proposed. The outline disposed. A note that did not map to a beat did not go in the book, no matter how good it was, because the book was shaped and the shape was not a container for everything I knew. It was a container for what this book needed.

The fourth step was the rooms. In the Three Rooms chapter I had given the dreamer, the realist, and the critic their own addresses, and I had given the machine a different job in each. In the dreamer's room the machine brainstormed: raw material, open prompts, nothing shipped. In the realist's room it did production: transcription, structure, the repetitive motion. In the critic's room it edited: flagged, diagnosed, suggested. The rule that held the rooms apart also held the machine in its place: the machine could visit every room, but it could own none of them. Ownership stayed with the person who would sign the page.

That is the workflow, and I want to be honest about its edges, because a workflow you cannot see the edges of is a mega-prompt wearing a lab coat.

The photo workflow has an edge, and it is sourced: the rescue rule the wedding edit taught by failure and the bounded client ran by design. Its home is the bounded client chapter. It predates this chapter by a year.

The media workflow has an edge too. Three hundred fifty-nine videos sat in the archive, twenty hours of audio, and the question was never how to edit it all. The question, asked long before this chapter, answered in my notes, was what part of those hours could become single minutes that are always the same. An intro. A body. An outro. The repeatable unit. Once the unit existed, the library stopped being a hoard and started being inventory, and the machine's role in that library is the same as its role everywhere else in this book: it processes units. It does not decide what the unit is.

And then there are the workflows I have not earned. I will not instruct you in them, because instruction without a transcript is exactly the failure this book was written to name. I have not run a legal practice through this machine. I have not cut a film with it. I have not written research papers with it. Those domains stay open loops in this chapter, named and unclosed, the way the wedding folder stayed open for a month. I am leaving them open on purpose, as a demonstration: a shaped book can contain an honest gap. An unshaped one fills every gap with generation and calls it thorough.

The documentation loop closes the others. Every project in this book, the book included, kept its working notes in the open, in files the next session could read: what was tried, what failed, what the machine said, what the person decided. That loop is the smallest shaped practice in the whole architecture, one folder, one habit, and it is the one that made every other workflow in this chapter auditable. Including this one. This chapter is the output of that loop.



On the ninth day I almost opened a new door.

The retrieval pass over the corporate transcripts had surfaced a thread I had forgotten: the case-management platform I had meant to sync everything into, the unfinished phone trunk, half a plan for an integration that had once eaten a week. The old pattern presented itself in the old costume. A few evenings of setup, and the book's research would be more systematic. It was the stock-photo platform built on top of a real wedding deadline. It was the disk check run at eleven at night because the folder had no progress bar. It even had the same sentence attached, the one from February: I need to do something powerful.

I did not build it. I want the record to show how close it came, because a redemption story that skips the near miss is just a better-dressed loop. I wrote the idea on the outline's margin instead of building it, the way the change request in the bounded client went back to the appetite instead of into the folder. The archive had waited seven years. It could wait one more.

The outline had said twelve chapters. The book wanted fifteen. That morning I did what the August plan had failed to do: I made the change on paper, gave the two beats that had earned their chapters their own numbers, and marked three archive threads, the integration among them, as not this book. The wedding folder had grown because nothing was allowed to be excluded. The outline held because the exclusions were made in advance, in writing, by the person who would pay the cost of ignoring them.

I saved the file. Nothing was built that day. Everything was decided.



The timer on the monitor, the book's timer now, the wedding's long discharged, said twelve days.

I opened a text editor. Not a platform, not a system, not a server. A text editor. The tool I had named on the trail as the correct answer to the question I kept overcomplicating: it is easier to get started in the text editor than it is to wait and delay and not build what should be done.

I made a file. I gave it the book's name. I typed the outline: fifteen chapters now, three of them about one employer, one about hardware, one about a scramble, four about the method, two about the practice, and the first two about the wound that made the method necessary.

The file had an owner. It had a boundary: one book, not the archive. It had a deadline, and the deadline had twelve days left on it, and for once the deadline was not the problem. The deadline was the shape.

I saved the file. The machine hummed in the other room of the apartment, owning nothing.

Outside, the season was turning. I had a walk to take before the light went.




14 The Patient Discovery

The rooms gave each mode its own address. This chapter gives the dreamer a season.
On the eleventh day of the twelve-day timer, I stopped writing the book long enough to ask whether the book was the Death of Art.

I have the question on paper, dated, 2:57 in the afternoon: what is the good part in slowing down in art. Not product and production. The producer, hyper productive. But what and why. Is the work any quality. And then the line that made me set the pen down: the Death of Art. Producers. How does scaling up not destroy the artist, the maker, and the real investor, the patient discovery.

I want to note the date, because the date is the first half of the answer. The question arrived inside the method, not before it. The wedding folder never asked whether bounding the work would kill the work. It had no time to ask; it was drowning. The unshaped years never asked it either. They just bled. Only a bounded project can afford to wonder whether the shape is the disease. The question is not the enemy of the shape. It is one of its products.

The culture already has its answer: the good part of slowing down is nothing. The producer is the hero of the age, and the unit of the producer is the upload. In 2014 a Houston rapper named Viper released 347 albums, nearly one a day, and the music press kept counting after that: more than 1,500 albums across the career, almost all of it cheap sample-based material, chopped and screwed, slowed down, or recycled under different names. The man who made many of the covers estimated that about five percent of the output was any good. Viper himself felt the arithmetic anyway. One of his early tracks complains that of ten thousand people who heard the albums, a hundred bought them. The throughput did not buy him the audience. It amortized the discovery he never had time to make.

And the record anyone remembers is the exception that carries the whole argument. "You'll Cowards Don't Even Smoke Crack." A bizarre, patient, one-of-one artifact, strange enough to survive every algorithm and every year since. The throughput did not travel. The discovery did. A hundred albums a year is not a hundred chances at that record. It is the systematic avoidance of the conditions that made it.

The music business then ran the same experiment at industrial scale with machines, and published the results. I counted the numbers in the chapter on AI fry, so I will not recount them here; the phrase that belongs to this chapter is the one from the analysis: speculative supply, not demanded supply. The void does not get filled at any quality level. It gets louder.



So the notebook's real question was never whether to ship. It was where the shape is allowed to sit. The assembly-line portrait studio on its first page is the warning: four kinds of portrait, one backdrop, hand or chin. Volume replaced discovery and called it productivity. Big bucks. And here the notebook forced a refinement this book needed, because chapter eight had made a claim the page complicated. Pacific Dream had a fixed setting and a fixed product and the gallery out the same week, and I held it up as proof that I had known bounded things and loved them. Lifetouch is also shaped work. Four kinds and one backdrop is a shape. The difference is not the presence of the shape. The difference is where the shape sits. Pacific Dream bounded the business around the art. Lifetouch bounded the art inside the business. The shape belongs around the work, not inside it. Shape the container, never the discovery.

That week, a conversation pushed the same line from the maker's side. I used to say that code is art, and I believed it. A friend who has written code for decades corrected me, by way of Wendell Berry and a book of essays called Life is a Miracle. Berry's claim is that all art above competence insists on the uniqueness of its materials. To a merely competent carpenter, one sound board is pretty much the same as another. To a fine carpenter, every board is unique, and the increase of art accounts for the increase of perception. Code can be art, my friend said, but only in the hands of a true code artist, and those are rare, and he was not one, and neither am I. Most work, his and mine, is competent, and competence treats every board as interchangeable.

A woodworker I know maps the grain before any board goes through the planer, so the blade runs true, and standing in his shop I understood that I would never have known to ask the question he asks first. That is the perception Berry meant, and it is the thing the machine does not have. The machine can plane a thousand boards and choose none of them.

My friend made the counterargument himself, and it is the honest one. The work ships, and it is a toe-tapper. You can hear an AI song and tap your foot. You can run vibe-written software and never know. He is right, and the listening numbers are the reply: the toe-tappers are beyond counting, and the attention is not. Interchangeable boards stock every warehouse; the boards anyone remembers were chosen by someone who could see the grain.

How do the ones who work the earth know better? They work in season. The fieldcraft page of the notebook is the best paragraph in it. The photographer glassing: watching from a distance, waiting, letting the subject forget the lens. The National Geographic guidance to its own photographers says the same thing in workshop language: stay with the situation until the elements in the frame come together. And the notebook itself already held the oldest version, older than any figure I could have named: work fall, winter, spring, summer, and walk with the season. The fall is the harvest, the gathering of what the year decided. The winter is the dark field, the tools repaired, the plan made when nothing grows. The spring is the regrowth, tended before anyone can see it. The oldest version had a name in print, it turned out. Aldo Leopold's A Sand County Almanac is a farm's year kept as a practice: the harvest, the dark, the regrowth. Behind them stands the land ethic, his argument that right action comes from understanding the system you are inside, not from forcing it. The notebook was in that tradition without knowing the name. The rotation is the discipline. Nothing in it is daily output, and everything in it is timing. Practice daily, ship seasonally. That sentence is the whole chapter, and the notebook wrote it before I did.

The studio version of the same discipline is the system this book ran on. Small parts, voice-distributed, assembled in draft. I had called it a retrieval pipeline in the workflow chapter, but the notebook reached for the older name: a card index, Luhmann's Zettelkasten, the system he credited, by his own account, for fifty books and five hundred articles, some ninety thousand small linked cards with one idea each. The notebook's summary of the entire method is four fragments: many memoirs, weaves. Not essays. A book it is.



Here the method chapters and the notebook meet, and it is worth being precise, because the book has two answers and they are not the same answer. The Three Rooms gave each mode its own address: the dreamer to the coffee shop, the realist to the desk, the critic to the walk. That solved the spatial problem. It did not say how long the dreamer could stay. A room is an address, not a lease. The chapter on AI fry showed the dreamer holding the whole house, generating endlessly, with the realist and the critic locked in the basement. The season is the lease.

Saturday Night Live is the counterexample that proves the rule, because it is the hardest case: a week that manufactures discovery on a deadline, pitches Monday, read-through Wednesday, cuts until air Saturday. It ships seasonally, fifty times a year, and it works by turning frenzy into ritual. It is the extreme case, not the model, and the notebook was right to be suspicious of it. The season is not the deadline. The season is the time the work is given to ripen, with the shipping day inside it. A deadline without a season is a wall. A season without a shipping day is a backlog. The practice holds both.

So the answer I wrote back to the notebook, the next day, in the same hand: the good part in slowing down is that slowness is where the quality is decided. Production can be sped. Discovery cannot. Digital tools collapsed the cost of production without collapsing the cost of attention, and the producer who fills the void with a hundred albums is optimizing the wrong scarcity. The market drowns the output and pays for the patience. Glass more, note more, teach more, rhythm more: the notebook's own calendar.

The Shape Up principle here is the oldest one, applied where the book had not yet applied it: appetite is not only for products. The season is the appetite for exploration. Set it in advance, name it in writing, and the maker survives the shipping. The wedding folder had no season, so it had no discovery either, only endurance. The practice gives the dreamer a room and the room a season, and the timer on the monitor gets the last word either way.


15 The Redeemed Practice

The danger does not end when the method arrives. This chapter is what the practice does the morning after.
The walk this time was different, and I knew why.

Forest Park, late September. Two forty-six in the afternoon, the sky blue, little wispy clouds moving through it, the air crisp in the way that means the season is about to turn. A bigger wave of colder weather was two days out. I had walked this trail all year: the bunny route, the crow route, the creek when it ran brown, but I had never walked it knowing what I now knew, and the knowledge changed the sound of my own footsteps. This was the walk I had been circling toward since the hotel shower in San Jose, since the creek in the rain, since the first note that said the whole problem in one sentence and did not know it.

I was still in danger. I want the record to show that too, because a redeemed practice that pretends the danger is over is just a better-dressed loop. It had been a year since the last full-time job, a year to the week, October sixth or seventh or eighth, the calendar had said so on the trail. The rent was still a problem. The apartment was probably leaving me if the job did not come by November. On the walk, a few weeks before this one, I had said the hardest sentences in the archive out loud: that I had failed at all of this, that I was sorry, that it was slow, that a lot of the last twenty years had been like a depression. I do not take those sentences back, and this chapter does not rehabilitate them. They were true when I said them. A practice is not redeemed by editing its reckoning. It is redeemed by what it does the morning after.

Here is what the morning after had done.

The seven thousand, seven hundred notes were still there. For years they had been a hoard and then a guilt: all that capture, none of it delivered, a productivity archive that had produced, as I had said on the trail, maybe not one original idea. I had the sentence wrong, that day in September, and I can correct it now from the same trail. The notes were never supposed to be ideas. They were supposed to be ore, and ore is not judged by whether it is shiny. The notes had become the retrieval corpus of this book. The machine that once ran a disk check to avoid a folder now answered to the outline. The hoard had a format. The guilt was gone, not because the archive shrank, but because it finally had a job.

The three hundred fifty-nine videos had not gone anywhere. Twenty hours of audio. They were not a backlog anymore; they were a library with a shelf system: the intro, the body, the outro, the single minute that is always the same. I did not have to process the library to be free of it. I had to know its unit, and the unit fit in a sentence, and a thing that fits in a sentence cannot run your life.

The eighty-four empty epics were right where I had left them. Williams Sonoma did not fix itself; the scramble outlived my four weeks inside it, and I am not going back to check. But the epics had done their work on me. They were the lesson that named the disease: work that replicates instead of resolves, volume mistaken for progress, a percent-complete field computing nothing. I had spent years inside machines that could not close a loop, and I had mistaken the machines' failure for my own. The epics were not my wound. They were my diagnosis.

The wedding folder was closed. Delivered, re-sent, fixed, sent again, and answered with silence, and the silence no longer had a hook in it. I had been paid on the day. I had priced the work badly and edited it honestly and shipped it twice, and the couple's quiet was theirs to keep, and mine to stop renting space to. The folder had taught the whole first half of this book. There are worse things a folder can do than that.

And the trips were still there: the ones that had never needed this book to work. Hart Mountain, October of 2015, walking the rim of the playa with my father, the coyote hills in the long light, the camp with the golden aspens, the marked tree. The lower river, Robert rowing, the canyon that boils. Maui, years before any of it, the beach sessions with the resort studio: the fixed setting, the fixed product, the gallery out the same week, the first shaped work I had ever done and the last I had understood for years. I had not lost the shape on those trips. I had never once lost it outdoors. I had failed to bring it inside, to the desk, to the folder, to the machine.

The trail climbed. I was breathing harder. The wispy clouds were thickening the way they had the day I planned the book, and the colder weather was still coming, and none of that was an emergency anymore, because a season is just a season, and a plan is a shaped thing, and I had a plan.

Twelve days were left on the timer from Labor Day. The bills were real. The job was still out there somewhere, or it was not, and either way the book would be finished, because the book was bounded and the bound held. I had come to the end of the outline the way you come to the end of a trail, not because the walking got easier, but because the path was decided before the legs got tired.

I stopped where the trail meets the viewpoint and looked back over the trees. Somewhere down there was the apartment with its desk and its overdue list. Somewhere further was Ecotrust, and Beaverton, and a hotel in San Jose. Somewhere on the drive home the Camry would tick its mileage higher, and I would pay what I could pay, and the rest would wait its turn like everything else that had learned its shape.

I said the sentence aloud, the one I had been walking toward for fourteen chapters, not the one from the shower, and not the one from 3:15 in the morning, but the one from this same trail, the one I already owned, the one that asks for nothing it cannot get today.

Good plan today beats perfect plan tomorrow.

I kept walking.







End of working render. Phases 0-5 complete; owner-annotated QA corrections (v5.07) and canon ingest (v5.08) applied.




✦


Contents


	Preface

	Part I: The Problem
	1. The Wedding Disaster

	2. Open Loops, Closed Loops



	Part II: The Machines
	3. The Scramble and the Empty Epic

	4. The Seasonal Treadmill

	5. The Translator

	6. The Hardware Trap

	7. AI Fry

	8. What Actually Worked



	Part III: The Method
	9. Six Weeks to Shipped

	10. The Three Rooms

	11. The Bounded Client

	12. The Tool-Agnostic AI Stack



	Part IV: The Practice
	13. Shaped AI

	14. The Patient Discovery

	15. The Redeemed Practice





OEBPS/cover.jpg
A MEMOIR OF WORK

SHAPE
THE
PROJECT

Corporate work, open loops, Al tools, and the skill of
done.

WILLIAM C. NEWMAN





