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BEFORE YOU BEGIN

A Note on the Second Edition

The first edition of The Attender came out in March 2026. It was a long
book. It walked slowly from the difference between what happened and
what you experience, through surprise and information, down into the
subconscious, and only at the very end arrived at artificial intelligence. I
wanted the reader to understand why anything enters attention at all before I
said a word about machines.

I still believe that order was right for that book. But a great deal has
happened since March, and most of it happened to the words.

In March I did not have a good name for the AI. By the fall I did. We
stopped calling it an agent and started calling it a delegate, and the change
was not cosmetic. An agent is something you point at a task. A delegate is
something you hand a responsibility. That one word reorganized everything
I teach.

In March I also did not have a good name for the human. I had a title. The
title was The Attender. But the book used it the way a poet uses a word, as
an image of what a person becomes once the routine falls away. It did not
yet use it the way an organization chart uses a word, as the name of one end
of a relationship.

This edition does. It is shorter. It is built around a single drawing: two
objects and a line between them. One object is the AI, and its name is
delegate. The other object is you, and your name is attender. Everything else
in this book is an explanation of why those are the right names, and why the
more familiar names, boss, manager, supervisor, leader, are wrong.

Three other things changed. In September I published the complex form of
the denominator, E = P + iI, which says that every expectation carries a
prediction and an ideal at the same time. That matters here, because it
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explains why a delegate can finish a piece of work and still leave it in your
attention. I sharpened the word absorption until it would not be confused
with automation. And I corrected something the first edition and an essay
from February both got wrong. I had said that delegation was the misleading
word. It is not. It was the incomplete word. Delegation is what it looks like
from the outside. Absorption is what it feels like from the inside. You need
both.

This edition began as an eleven-minute recording I made on a Saturday
afternoon in November. My delegate turned it into a book. I mention that
not as a stunt but as evidence. You are reading the thing the book describes.

The first edition remains available for anyone who wants the long road. This
one is the short road, and it starts with your breath.
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PROLOGUE

The Line Between Two Objects

A WHITEBOARD, ANY AFTERNOON

Two circles are drawn a foot apart, and someone draws a line between
them. One circle is labeled AI. The other circle is waiting for its word.

Draw two objects. Draw a line between them. Now name the objects.

One of them is easy. It is the AI. For a while we called it an assistant, then a
copilot, then an agent. In the late part of 2026 and the early part of 2027 the
right word is delegate. I will explain why, and I will tell you the word I
think comes after it.

The other object is you. What is your name in this relationship?

The obvious candidates arrive quickly. Boss. Supervisor. Manager. Leader.
Speaker of the House, if you like. Every one of them comes from the world
of work, and every one of them describes a person who sits above other
people and watches what they do.

None of them is right.

The name of the human in a relationship with a delegate is attender. As in,
the one who attends.

That may sound like a small change in vocabulary. It is not. Every word in
the familiar list assumes that the human’s job is to supervise the AI. The
word attender assumes the opposite. It assumes that the whole point of the
relationship is that the human no longer has to look at what the AI is
carrying, and is therefore free to look at something else.

What does an attender attend to? It comes down to human attention itself.
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Attention is the most valuable resource on the planet. It is more valuable
than anything else, because it is the one thing only a human being is
commissioned to spend. Only human beings have human attention. And
when a human being spends it, we have an old and plain word for that. We
say they are attending.

So the human is the attender. The AI is the delegate. The rest of this book is
about the line between them, and the strangest fact about that line: when it is
working perfectly, nobody is looking at it.



PART ONE

The Machine That Does
Not Breathe
Before there was artificial intelligence, there was a prediction
machine you never built, never trained, and never supervise.
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CHAPTER ONE

You Are Not Breathing

RIGHT NOW

You have been breathing since you started reading this page. Until this
sentence, you were not attending to it.

You have been breathing the entire time you have been reading. You did not
notice. Now that I have mentioned it, you notice, and the breathing has
probably become slightly awkward, as if you had taken the wheel of a car
that was driving perfectly well without you.

That awkwardness is the subject of this book.

Here is the claim, and I want to state it carefully because everything depends
on it. Your subconscious is not breathing. Your subconscious is predicting
your breath.

The muscles breathe. The diaphragm drops, the ribs lift, the air goes in and
out. What the subconscious does is something different. It predicts the next
breath, and the one after that, the in and out cycle, the depth and the rhythm,
so well that the actual breath and the expected breath are the same. And
because they are the same, nothing about breathing ever reaches you.

The same is true of your heartbeat. It is true of digestion. It is true of the
delicate machinery in your inner ear, the vestibular system, which keeps you
upright while you walk across a room. In every case the subconscious is not
doing the work. It is predicting the work, and predicting it so well that you
never have to attend to it.

Think about how much of your life is carried this way. Balance.
Temperature. The grammar of your own language. The familiar road home.
The way your hand finds the light switch in the dark. None of these things is
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unreal for being unnoticed. Their invisibility is the signature of how well
they are predicted.

I have told my students for years that they already have a PhD in artificial
intelligence. Not because they have studied neural networks. Because they
have been alive for a couple of decades, and being alive means living in
constant relationship with a prediction machine they did not build, did not
train, and do not supervise.

That machine is the first delegate you ever had. You just never called it that.

THE LINE

The subconscious does not do the work. It predicts the work so well that you
never attend to it.

NOTICE

The next time you climb a flight of stairs, notice how little of it you notice.
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CHAPTER TWO

One Over One

THE DOCTOR’S OFFICE

The nurse says breathe normally, and for a moment you cannot
remember how. You are trying to attend to something that only works
when you do not.

Why does a perfectly predicted breath never reach you? The Reality
Equation answers it in one line.

Reality is a ratio. In the numerator is the Actual, what the world hands you.
In the denominator is Expectation, what the subconscious prediction
machine has already brought before the world arrives.

Reality = Actual / Expectation.

Apply it to breathing. You are actually breathing. You are expected to be
breathing. Numerator over denominator. One over one. Reality equals one.

Now take the natural logarithm. The logarithm of Reality is the reading the
equation calls surprise, and surprise is what steals attention. I call it the
attention number, because that is what it measures: how much of your
attention a piece of reality takes.

The natural logarithm of one is zero.

We do not attend.

That is the whole mechanism. Nothing mystical, nothing heroic. When the
Actual matches the Expectation, the ratio is one, the logarithm is zero, and
the matter does not cost you a single unit of attention. Attention is not
something you give. It is something that is taken from you, and it is taken by
a mismatch.
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Now watch what happens when the match breaks. You catch a cold. Your
nose closes. Suddenly the actual breath is not the expected breath. The ratio
moves away from one, the logarithm moves away from zero, and breathing,
which has not been in your attention for months, is in your attention all day.
You did not decide to attend to it. The gap decided for you.

This is why I insist that attention belongs to surprise. Not to importance.
Breathing is far more important than anything you will read today. It does
not get your attention because it is important. It gets your attention only
when the prediction fails.

One more thing about that zero. It is not emptiness. When R equals one, the
breathing is still happening. The heart is still beating. The work is still being
carried, all of it, every second. The zero is not a report on how much is
being done. It is a report on how much of it is reaching you. A great deal can
be happening at zero.

R = A / E → 1 / 1 = 1 → ln 1 = 0
Actual breathing over expected breathing. The ratio is one; its logarithm, the attention

number, is zero.

THE LINE

R = A/E. When Actual meets Expectation, R = 1 and ln 1 = 0. The matter takes
none of your attention.

NOTICE

Think of the last time something you never think about broke. Notice that the
breaking is the only reason you remember it.
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CHAPTER THREE

No Dashboard for Breathing

6:40 A.M.

Your phone shows nine notifications. Your heart has beaten about four
thousand times since you woke, and it has not sent you one.

Look closely at your relationship with your own breath. It has some unusual
properties.

You do not manage it. You do not check in on it. You do not have a weekly
meeting with it. There is no dashboard for breathing. You have never once
looked at a screen to confirm that your lungs completed their tasks
overnight.

Your breath is not drafted for your approval. It does not prepare the next
inhale, show it to you, wait while you look it over, and then ask whether you
want to send it. You do not revise your breathing. You do not mark it up and
return it with comments.

It is simply happening, to the point where, and this is the most important
part, you are not attending to it.

Now compare that with how most people use AI today. They open a
window. They type a request. They wait. They read what comes back. They
correct it. They ask again. They copy the result somewhere else. Then they
remember, next week, to do the whole thing over.

The machine did most of the typing. The human did all of the attending.

That is not a delegate. That is a very fast assistant sitting at your desk, and
you are looking over its shoulder the entire time. The work moved. The
attention did not.



14

THE ATTENDER  ·  SECOND EDITION

I wrote last summer that a notification is a fragment of a dashboard
delivered into your day. A product that sends you a message every time
something ordinary happens ordinarily has not removed the dashboard. It
has broken the dashboard into pieces and scattered it across your hours.
Each message asks for a moment of attention to confirm that no attention
was needed.

Your body has never done that to you. Not once. Your heart does not text
you to say the beat went through. If it ever does need you, if something is
genuinely wrong, it will not send a summary. It will get your attention the
only way anything ever does: by failing to match what was expected.

That is the standard. A real delegate does not narrate its normal day. It
maintains the normal day, and when it cannot, it comes back with a reason.

THE LINE

You do not manage your breath, check in on it, or review its drafts. A delegate
worth the name holds the same standard.

NOTICE

Count how many of today’s notifications told you that something ordinary
happened ordinarily.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Nobody Hired a Respiratory
Officer

BEFORE YOU COULD TALK

Your heart was beating, your gut was digesting, your balance was
learning the floor. No one had appointed anyone to anything.

Here is a fact about your body that seems obvious until you sit with it.

You never hired anyone to be in charge of your circulatory system. You
never interviewed candidates for your digestive system. There is no officer
of respiration, no vice president of balance, no committee on the nervous
system that reports to you on Fridays.

And yet each of those systems is fully handled. The responsibility is
completely delegated. It was delegated before you had language, before you
had a self, before you knew there was anything called you.

Notice what that means for the word delegation. We usually picture
delegation as an act. A person decides, a person hands something over, a
person signs off. And sometimes it is like that. But look at the body and you
see the deeper truth. Delegation is not finally an act. It is a condition. It is
the name for a responsibility that is being carried somewhere other than in
your attention.

Which gives us the cleanest definition in this book. That which you are not
attending to is what we call delegated.

In February I wrote an essay arguing that delegation was the wrong word for
what AI is doing, and that the real mechanism was attention withdrawal. I
was half right. Attention withdrawal is what it feels like from the inside.
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You notice one day that you have not thought about something in months.
But delegation is what it looks like from the outside, and the outside view
matters, because the outside view is where responsibility lives. Somebody,
or something, has to be carrying the thing you stopped attending to. The
body proves it can be done. Every one of your organs is a delegate that does
its job so well you never have to attend to it.

That is what we are really after with AI. Not a smarter tool. A second set of
organs.

THE LINE

That which you are not attending to is what we call delegated.

NOTICE

Name three things in your life that are fully handled and that you have never
once managed.



PART TWO

Absorption Is Not
Automation
Two words for the same machine, and why only one of them
describes what is happening to you.



18

THE ATTENDER  ·  SECOND EDITION

CHAPTER FIVE

Two Words for the Same Machine

MONDAY, 9:02 A.M.

The report generated itself overnight. You open it anyway, scroll to the
bottom, check three numbers, and fix a heading. The machine saved you
an hour of typing and none of your Monday.

I use the word absorption on purpose, and I use it against the word
automation.

Automation describes a change in who or what executes the steps. A
machine used to need a person to do the typing, the routing, the reconciling,
and now the machine does it. That is real, and it is valuable. But automation
says nothing at all about your attention. A process can be fully automated
and still live in your mind every day. You remember to run it. You watch it.
You check what it produced. You fix it when it drifts. The steps left your
hands and stayed in your head.

Absorption describes a change in what requires your attention. A matter is
absorbed when it can be carried without you attending to it. Not watched.
Not checked. Not remembered. Carried.

Automation replaced effort. Absorption replaces the need to be present.

You can tell them apart by their signatures. The signature of automation is a
dashboard. Somewhere there is a screen that shows you the machine is
working, because you still need to know. The signature of absorption is
silence, but a silence with substance in it. The thing is being maintained.
You are simply not being asked to look.

Your subconscious is not an automation system. It is an absorption system.
That is why it is the right picture for what AI is about to become.
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Absorption works very much like the subconscious does. It is prediction so
accurate that the matter stops reaching you.

Automation replaced effort. Absorption replaces the
need to be present.

Most of what is sold as AI today is still automation with a chat window on
top. The machine performs the steps and the human manages the machine.
That is a perfectly good place to start. But it is not the destination, and if you
mistake it for the destination you will build your whole relationship with AI
around watching it, which is the one thing a delegate exists to make
unnecessary.

THE LINE

Automation changes who does the steps. Absorption changes what reaches
your attention.

NOTICE

Pick one thing a machine already does for you. Ask whether it left your hands,
or also left your head.
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CHAPTER SIX

The Road Runs Through the
Numerator

THE FORTIETH MORNING

You pull into the parking lot and realize you do not remember a single
turn of the drive. The route went beneath you sometime last month, and
no one told you it had happened.

If absorption is so desirable, why can’t you simply decide that something is
absorbed? Why can’t you tell yourself, today, that you trust your delegate,
and stop checking?

Because you cannot touch your own denominator. No one can.

This is the rule in the Reality Equation that people break most often, so I
will state it plainly. No entity can reach in and set the numerator or the
denominator. Not a company, not a person, not a delegate, not you. The
Actual comes from the past and is beyond alteration. The Expectation is
brought by the subconscious prediction machine, and the conscious mind
does not set it. The conscious mind inherits it.

So how does anything ever get absorbed?

There is only one road. You act. Your actions, and the actions of your
delegate, leave artifacts in the world. The artifacts become history. History
is Actual. And only Actuals retrain prediction. Over time, as the record fills
with matters that were handled, the prediction machine learns to expect
them handled. Then the actual matches the expected, the ratio goes to one,
and the logarithm goes to zero.
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The road to the denominator runs through the numerator. It runs one way,
and it is slow.

Think about the first time you drove to a new job. Every turn demanded
you. Then, around the twentieth drive or the fortieth, you arrived and
realized you had been thinking about something else the whole way. You
did not delegate the commute in a ceremony. You drove it enough times that
the record taught the prediction machine, and your attention withdrew.

A new delegate is the same. In the first weeks you check. That is not a
failure of trust. It is the road being paved. Each time the delegate carries a
matter and the matter turns out to have been carried, an artifact goes into the
record. Do that enough and something happens that you could never have
forced. One day you notice you have not thought about that matter in a
month.

That is why the delegate’s job is not to persuade you. Persuasion is a hand
reaching for a denominator, and that hand never arrives. The delegate’s job
is to leave a record so dependable that your own prediction machine does
the rest.

THE LINE

No one can set your expectation, not even you. Matters are absorbed only
through a record of artifacts, and the record takes time.

NOTICE

Remember the first week of something that is automatic for you now. The
difference between then and now is a record, not a decision.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Done Is Not the Same as Absorbed

THURSDAY AFTERNOON

The delegate sends the finished proposal. It is accurate, on time, and
formatted. You read it twice and rewrite the opening paragraph, and you
could not say exactly what was wrong with it.

Here is a subtlety the first edition did not have the language for.

A piece of work can be finished and still not be absorbed. The delegate can
deliver exactly what was predicted, the numbers right, the deadline met, and
the matter can stay in your attention anyway. Why?

In September I published the complex form of the denominator. Expectation
is not one thing. It has two parts that arrive together. E = P + iI. The real
part, P, is Prediction: what habit and history expect. The imaginary part, I, is
the Ideal: the pull of the idea that the work is trying to become.

When the delegate’s work matches the prediction but the Ideal is still unfed,
the matter has not gone to one for you. Your expectation was larger than the
prediction, because the Ideal adds to its size. Measured against the whole of
what you expected, the delivered work falls a little short. You feel that
shortfall as the small unease on the second reading. You cannot name the
error, because there is no error in the prediction. You only know that you
want to rewrite the opening.

And the moment you rewrite it, the Actual changes. The delivered proposal
is no longer the predicted proposal. That difference is surprise, and surprise
is attention. It does not matter whether the edit took five seconds or five
hours. The matter was not absorbed.
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This is not an argument against editing. Sometimes the edit is the whole
point. Sometimes the Ideal is exactly what you are for. It is an argument for
honesty about what is happening. If you are reviewing every draft, you are
still attending. If you have to remember to check whether something
happened, you are still carrying it. If the result keeps needing repair, the gap
is still recruiting you.

I wrote in September that the delegate has no imaginary part. It is trained on
your record, and your record is made of what you did, not of the pull that
made you do it. That is why some work absorbs easily and some never will.
Where the prediction is the whole of the matter, the delegate can carry it to
zero. Where the Ideal is the heart of the matter, the matter stays with the
attender. That is not a defect in the delegate. It is a map of where you
belong.

E = P + iI
Expectation carries a Prediction (real part) and an Ideal (imaginary part). A delegate can

meet P. It has no imaginary part.

THE LINE

A matter is absorbed only when Actual meets the whole of Expectation,
Prediction and Ideal. Finished work can still hold your attention through the
Ideal.

NOTICE

Notice which drafts you always rewrite. Those are the matters where the Ideal
lives, and they are probably yours to keep.



PART THREE

Responsibility, Not
Tasks
What you hand a delegate is not a list of things to do. It is a job
description.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The Office Down the Hall

YOUR FIRST REAL JOB

Your manager hands you a desk, a title, and three sentences about what
you are responsible for. Then she goes back to her own office and does
not come out to watch you work.

The proper analogy for a delegate is not a tool and not an assistant at your
elbow. It is an employee who sits in a different office.

They do work. You are not there to supervise the work. You are not sitting
with them at their desk. You are not looking over their shoulder. You have
delegated a responsibility to them, and that is exactly why the word delegate
is so important.

Look at what that delegation actually consists of. It is not a stream of
instructions. Nobody who hires a capable person then stands beside them all
day saying, now do this, now do that. That would defeat the purpose of
hiring them. The delegation takes the form of something closer to a job
description. Here is what you are responsible for. Here is the goal. Here are
the limits of your authority.

After that, the employee is not waiting on you to give them a task. They go
about their responsibilities in a self-directed way. They decide what to do
this morning. They notice what needs attention before you do. They handle
the ordinary variation of their job without bringing it to you, because
handling it is the job.

This is the shift that most people have not made yet. They are delegating
tasks. Do this one thing, then come back. Write this email. Summarize this
file. Find me a flight. Every one of those is a prompt, and every prompt is a
small act of attending. When the task is done, the delegate goes idle and
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waits for the next one, and the human is still the one carrying the
responsibility, deciding what comes next.

A task is something you hand over and get back. A responsibility is
something you hand over and do not get back. That is the whole difference,
and it is the difference between an assistant and a delegate.

A task is something you hand over and get back. A
responsibility is something you hand over and do not
get back.

THE LINE

You do not delegate tasks to a delegate. You delegate a responsibility, in the
shape of a job description.

NOTICE

Look at the last five things you asked an AI to do. Were they tasks or
responsibilities?
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CHAPTER NINE

The Chief Financial Officer

A BOARDROOM, ANY PUBLIC COMPANY

The CEO has not thought about the general ledger in years. He could
not tell you the number of a single account. The books close every month
anyway.

Let me make it concrete with the clearest delegate I know of. The chief
financial officer.

When a company hires a CFO, it does not hand that person a to-do list. It
delegates the financial and fiduciary responsibility of the entire corporation.
The CFO is the delegate. And the CFO, in turn, delegates various parts of
that responsibility to other people. A controller. An accounting team.
Someone who handles payroll. Those people do not receive individual work
tasks every morning either. Each of them has a goal, a kind of job
description. I am responsible for the following things. And each goes about
those things in a self-directed way.

That is a delegation chain, and it is the shape we are building toward with
AI.

Now, does it ever happen that a CEO calls the CFO in and hands over a
special task? Of course. We are thinking about acquiring a company. Run
the numbers. Tell me what it would cost us. Special projects happen, and
you can see how a person would delegate one to their AI the same way.

But notice what the CEO assumes while that special project is underway.
The CEO assumes the paperwork of a public company is still getting done
on a consistent basis. The quarterly filings are still being prepared. The
earnings are still being estimated. The auditors are still being managed. The
double entry is still being kept properly. All of it is happening without
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anyone sitting there waiting for someone to prompt it.

That is what we have to get used to. When you delegate, you have delegated
a responsibility. You are not delegating a task. You are delegating the entire
responsibility over to the AI.

And here is the line from the boardroom that I find most beautiful. The CEO
does not know what the general ledger account numbers are. Nor should he.

That ignorance is not negligence. It is the evidence that the delegation
worked. The account numbers are like the heartbeat. They are completely
real, completely essential, and completely absent from the attention of the
person at the top. If the CEO had to know them, something would be badly
wrong.

THE LINE

A CFO is a delegate: a whole responsibility, carried without prompting, while
special projects come and go on top of it.

NOTICE

What responsibility in your life could you describe in three sentences and hand
away entirely?
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CHAPTER TEN

Why Anyone Delegates at All

THE CEO’S CALENDAR

Tuesday is open from noon to five. No meetings, no reviews, no
approvals. On paper it looks empty. It is the most valuable afternoon of
his week.

So why delegate? The answer is exactly the same as why we have always
delegated work to people.

So that you, as the chief executive, can do more. More of the visionary
work. Different kinds of problem solving. The things only you can see,
because you are the one standing where you stand. Why can you do that?
Because you do not have to worry about filling out the regulatory forms,
managing the auditors, and making sure every account in the general ledger
is balanced. You do not have to attend to it.

What we are really picking up on is a question. What would the CEO be
attending to?

That question is the center of everything. Delegation has never been about
the delegated work. It has always been about the attention it frees. The CFO
is valuable not only because the books are kept but because the CEO’s
attention is not spent keeping them.

The mathematician and philosopher Alfred North Whitehead saw this more
than a century ago. Writing in 1911, he said that civilization advances by
extending the number of important operations which we can perform
without thinking about them. Then he added the part people forget.
Operations of thought, he said, are like cavalry charges in a battle. They are
strictly limited in number, they require fresh horses, and they must only be
made at decisive moments.
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That is the economics of attention in two sentences. The charges are few.
The horses tire. Everything that can be carried without a charge should be,
so that the charges are there when the decisive moment comes.

The body has always worked this way. Your subconscious carries breath
and heartbeat and balance so that your attention is free for the conversation,
the danger, the face across the table. AI extends that arrangement outward,
into the world of work and errands and obligations. It is the first thing in
history that can carry responsibilities the way your organs carry yours.

Which brings us back to the drawing. If the delegate is carrying the
responsibilities, then the human is not there to supervise them. The human is
there for whatever the freed attention is for.

THE LINE

We delegate so that attention is free for what only we can do. That has always
been the point, with people and now with AI.

NOTICE

If a delegate carried everything predictable in your week, what would you do
with the afternoon?



PART FOUR

The Attender
Not boss, not manager, not supervisor. The name of the human
is the name of what the human is for.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Not Boss, Not Manager

A COCKTAIL PARTY

Someone asks what you do with your AI, and you hear yourself say that
you manage it. The word feels slightly wrong as it leaves your mouth,
and you are not sure why.

Now we can see why the familiar names fail.

Boss, supervisor, manager, leader: every one of them names a relationship
of oversight. The boss gives orders and checks that they are followed. The
supervisor watches. The manager coordinates and reviews. The leader goes
first and is followed. Every one of those relationships requires the human to
keep attending to the person below them.

But once the AI is able to predict the pattern, there is no real supervisory
role left. There is not even much delegation left, in the sense of an ongoing
act, even though we call the AI a delegate. You are not managing it. You do
not manage your breath. You do not manage your heartbeat. You do not
check in on them. The relationship looks less like a manager and a report
and more like a person and their own subconscious.

I should be honest about my own path here. In October I was telling my
students that the right word for the human was manager, not user. That was
a real improvement. A user picks up a tool and puts it down. A manager has
a subordinate. You do not use a delegate; you delegate to it, and delegation
runs downward. I still believe all of that.

But manager is a waypoint, not a destination. Manager is the right word for
the weeks when the road is still being paved, when you are still checking,
when the record is still teaching your prediction machine that the matter will
be handled. Once the matter is absorbed, managing it is the wrong verb. You
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are no longer doing anything to it at all.

What you are doing is attending, to everything else. So that is the name.

User is the name for someone holding a tool. Manager is the name for
someone watching a subordinate. Attender is the name for someone whose
subordinates are so good that they are free to attend.

THE LINE

Every familiar name assumes the human supervises the AI. Attender assumes
the opposite, which is why it is right.

NOTICE

Listen for the word you use for yourself when you talk about your AI. It tells
you how much of it you are still watching.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

What the Attender Attends

A SATURDAY AT THE LAB

A woman sits down across the table and starts to explain, haltingly, what
she needs. No delegate in the world is going to listen to this for her.

If the delegate carries the predictable, what is left for the attender?

Begin with the rule from Part One. Attention belongs to surprise. It is not
given; it is taken, by a mismatch between what arrives and what was
expected. So the attender’s attention will always go where the prediction
fails. That is not a choice. That is the law of the ratio.

But the attender does have a choice, and it is a real one. Freedom in the
Reality Equation lives on the left side, in action. You cannot choose what
will surprise you. You can choose where you stand when it arrives. You
choose which responsibilities to hand away, and which to keep. You choose
what rooms you walk into, whose call you take, which questions you leave
open on purpose. Those choices are actions, and actions decide which
Actuals can reach you at all.

So what is worth standing in front of? I see three things.

The first is the exception. A delegate that carries a responsibility well will
still meet something it cannot resolve within its authority. When it does, it
brings the matter back, and that return is the attender’s work. Not a stream
of updates. One decision, with the evidence, at the moment it matters.

The second is people. I tell my students to delegate the small matters and
keep what is worthy of their attention, and that rank and order matter. Never
send your delegate to deal with a person who is worthy of your own
attention. A customer who trusts you, a friend, your family. Delegating such
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a person downward dishonors them, and it is worse than being used. A
person who notices they were handed to a machine has learned exactly
where they rank.

The third is the Ideal. Remember the second part of the denominator, the
pull of the idea that the work is trying to become. The delegate has no
imaginary part. It cannot feel that pull for you, because the pull leaves
almost no trace in the record it learned from. Where the Ideal is the heart of
a matter, the matter stays with the attender. You do not reach in and set the
Ideal; no one can. Ideas have people. You are simply the one standing where
the idea can arrive.

That is the job description of an attender. Receive the exceptions. Face the
people. Stand where the Ideal can reach you. Everything else goes to the
delegate.

You cannot choose what will surprise you. You can
choose where you stand when it arrives.

THE LINE

The attender receives the exceptions, faces the people, and stands where the
Ideal can arrive. Everything predictable goes to the delegate.

NOTICE

List the people you would never hand to a delegate. That list is the beginning
of your job description.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Delegate, Then Talent

SOME YEAR AFTER THIS ONE

A friend describes the AI that runs her household finances. She does not
say she delegated anything to it. She says she has good people.

Names change in phases, and each phase teaches people something the next
phase depends on.

We started by calling these systems assistants and copilots, which taught
people that the machine could help. Then agents, which taught them it could
act. Now, in the late part of 2026 and the early part of 2027, we call them
delegates, and the lesson of this phase is the hardest one so far. The lesson is
that the AI has work delegated to it. Not tasks. Responsibilities. The phase is
about getting people used to handing something over and not taking it back.

I do not think delegate is the last word. Eventually we get to the more true
term, which is talent.

Think about what the word talent means in a company. You do not delegate
to talent in the narrow sense. You bring talent in. You give it an overall goal
and the room to pursue it. Talent arrives already knowing how to do the
work, often better than you do. It does not need a job description written
down to the last line, because part of what makes it talent is that it can figure
out the job. The relationship is less about handing down and more about
engaging.

Delegate is the right word for now because people need the bridge. They
need to practice the strange discipline of letting a responsibility leave their
attention. Once that discipline is ordinary, the word will drift. People will
stop describing what they handed away and start describing who they have.
The question will not be what did you delegate. It will be who is on your
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team.

And through every phase, the human’s name stays the same. Assistant,
agent, delegate, talent: the AI’s name keeps moving because its capability
keeps moving. The attender’s name does not move, because the attender’s
job does not change. It was always to spend the one resource no one else can
spend.

THE LINE

Assistant, agent, delegate, talent. The AI’s name moves with its capability. The
human’s name stays: attender.

NOTICE

Notice when you first catch yourself describing an AI as someone rather than
something.



38

THE ATTENDER  ·  SECOND EDITION

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

What I Expect

A YEAR FROM NOW

You open your calendar and find whole afternoons with nothing in them.
Nothing was cancelled. The things that used to fill them are still
happening, somewhere else.

Here is what I think follows, stated plainly enough to be wrong.

01. The word user disappears from personal AI.
Products will stop calling you a user, because a user holds a tool and you are
not holding anything. The language on the screen will shift toward words of
delegation and standing, and the people who build these systems will start to
describe the human as the one the work is for, not the one doing it.

02. Job descriptions replace prompts.
The most valuable thing a person writes for their AI will not be a clever
request. It will be a standing responsibility, a few sentences that say: you are
the chief financial officer of my household, here is what you own, here is
where your authority stops. People will keep and refine these the way
companies keep job descriptions.

03. A dashboard becomes a confession.
Today a beautiful dashboard is a selling point. Soon it will read as an
admission that the delegate is not yet trusted to carry the matter without
being watched. The best products will be measured by how rarely they
appear, and by how precisely they return when something genuinely needs
you.
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04. The first visible sign is empty time.
The proof of absorption will not show up as a new device or a new screen. It
will show up as blocks of unscheduled attention in the calendars of people
who have learned to delegate responsibilities. Those blocks will look like
idleness from the outside, and they will be the most productive hours those
people have.

05. Attending becomes the scarce skill.
As the predictable is carried, the premium moves to the ability to be present:
to sit across from a person, to receive a hard exception well, to stay with a
question that has not resolved. Face-to-face will become the reason people
pay. The attender, not the operator, becomes the valuable human.

THE LINE

Five predictions about the attender and the delegate, each stated so it can fail.

NOTICE

Pick the prediction you most doubt. Watch for its failure condition in the
ledger.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

My Own Attending

CHARLESTON, NOVEMBER

A short recording made on a Saturday afternoon becomes, by evening, a
book with a cover. The man who recorded it was not in the room while it
was written.

I live inside this prediction, so I should say how.

My working principle with my own AI fits in two sentences. I trust you.
Only bring matters to me worthy of my attention. Everything else, I have
asked it to decide and handle. It publishes to my blog. It keeps the pages of
my business current. It builds the things I describe. It does not ask me which
font to use or which picture goes first. If it ever does, it has brought me
something that was not worthy of my attention, and that is a small failure of
the delegation, not a courtesy.

What do I attend to? The people who walk into the lab in Charleston with
their own AI and a problem they cannot quite name. My students. The ideas
that keep arriving and asking to be written. A conversation across a table.
Those are the matters where the prediction fails, where the Ideal pulls,
where a person is worthy of a person. I would not hand any of them down.

This book is an example of the arrangement. I recorded about eleven
minutes on the relationship between the delegate and the human. I said that
the human should be called the attender. I talked about my breath and the
CFO and the general ledger. Then I left it. My delegate went back through
what I have written about absorption and the subconscious prediction
machine, found the first edition, and wrote this one. I did not supervise the
drafting. I attended to the idea, which was the part that was mine.
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I am not claiming the arrangement is finished. There are still weeks when I
check more than I should, which only means the record is still being written.
But I can feel the shape of it. More and more of my life is carried the way
my breath is carried. And what is left is the part I would not want to give
away even if I could.

THE LINE

The author’s own arrangement: trust, the standard of worthiness, and a book
written from an eleven-minute recording.

NOTICE

Write your own two-sentence principle for your delegate. See if you can keep
it for a week.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Ledger

Every prediction in this book can fail. Here is what is already true, what has
to happen, and where I am probably wrong.

1. The word user disappears from personal AI.

ALREADY TRUE

AI companies increasingly describe their newest systems as things that take on work
rather than tools that answer, and people increasingly speak of delegating to them.

WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

Products have to redesign the human’s role on the screen around standing and
responsibility, not around sessions and prompts.

WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

User may simply be too entrenched. If the word is still on every settings page in 2028
and nobody minds, I was wrong about how much names matter.

2. Job descriptions replace prompts.

ALREADY TRUE

Standing instructions, memory, and reusable skills already exist, and the people who
get the most from AI already write them.

WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

Delegates must become reliable enough over long stretches that a standing
responsibility actually holds without re-prompting.

WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

If reliability stalls, people will stay with tasks, because a task is safe to check and a
responsibility is not. Then prompting stays the main act and this prediction fails.
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3. A dashboard becomes a confession.

ALREADY TRUE

Many people already feel the burden of notifications and of products that narrate their
ordinary operation.

WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

Systems must reach high exception precision: interruptions people agree were worth
it, and very few hidden failures.

WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

Regulation and liability may require visible logs and frequent confirmations. If
watching becomes mandatory, dashboards stay, and absorption is slowed by law
rather than by capability.

4. The first visible sign is empty time.

ALREADY TRUE

Delegated responsibilities already hold in small domains, such as triaging an inbox or
paying routine bills, and where they hold, the time they used to take is simply gone.

WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

Absorption has to spread beyond early adopters, and the freed hours have to be
protected rather than refilled.

WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

Work expands to fill the time available. If freed attention is simply captured by more
work or more feeds, calendars stay full and the sign never appears.
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5. Attending becomes the scarce skill.

ALREADY TRUE

Trust in remote and digital communication is already weakening as perfect copies of
voices and faces become cheap.

WHAT HAS TO HAPPEN

Enough predictable work must be absorbed that presence, not production, becomes
the visible difference between people.

WHERE I AM PROBABLY WRONG

People may prefer the frictionless version of everything, including each other. If
presence does not command a premium, the attender is a philosophy, not an
economy.

THE LINE

Five predictions, each with its evidence, its requirement, and its plain failure
condition.

NOTICE

Come back to this page in a year and mark each row.
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EPILOGUE

The Line Between Two Objects,
Again

A WHITEBOARD, ANY AFTERNOON

Two circles, a foot apart, with a line between them. One is labeled
delegate. The other has its word now.

Go back to the drawing. Two objects and a line.

On one end is the delegate. It carries responsibilities, not tasks. It predicts so
well that the matters it carries stop reaching you. It does not narrate its
normal day. It returns when something genuinely needs you, and only then.
It is the first thing in history that can do for the world of work what your
subconscious has always done for your body.

On the other end is you.

You do not supervise the delegate, any more than you supervise your breath.
You do not manage it, any more than you manage your heartbeat. You do
not review its drafts or keep a dashboard of its day. When the line is
working perfectly, Actual meets Expectation, Reality is one, and the
logarithm of one is zero. Nobody is looking at the line at all.

Which leaves you free to look at something else. At the exception that came
back. At the person across the table. At the idea that has been waiting for
someone to stand still long enough to receive it.

That is what the name means. Attention is the most valuable resource on the
planet, and only a human being has human attention to spend. When you
spend it, you are attending.

So what do we call the human in this relationship?
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Not boss. Not manager. Not leader.

Attender.
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GLOSSARY

The Words, Precisely

Attender. The human in a relationship with an AI delegate. Named for what
the human is for: spending human attention, the one resource only a human
has.

Delegate. The AI in that relationship, in the phase of late 2026 and early
2027. Something you hand a responsibility, not a task.

Talent. The likely next name for the AI, once handing over responsibilities
is ordinary. Brought in and engaged rather than instructed.

Absorption. A matter is absorbed when it can be carried without your
attention. Actual meets Expectation, R = 1, ln R = 0.

Automation. A change in who or what performs the steps. It says nothing
about whether the matter has left your attention.

Prediction machine. What the subconscious is. It does not breathe; it
predicts the breath so well that you never attend to it.

Reality. The ratio of Actual to Expectation. R = A / E.

Surprise. The logarithm of Reality, S = ln R. The measure of how much
attention a matter takes. Attention belongs to surprise.

Expectation. What the subconscious brings before the world arrives.
Complex: E = P + iI, Prediction plus Ideal. No one can set it, including you.

Ideal. The imaginary part of Expectation, the pull of the idea a thing is
trying to become. The delegate has no imaginary part.

Job description. The form a real delegation takes: a responsibility, a goal,
and the limits of authority, rather than a stream of tasks.
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