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FOREWORD 

 
I knew Nick Koumalatsos before any of this existed. 
 
Before the program. Before the books. Before the businesses. I knew 

him when his job was to close with and destroy the enemy, and I 

knew him well enough to trust him with my life, because that was 

not a figure of speech. That was an everyday occurrence. We served 

together in MARSOC, and the man I watched operate in that 

environment, under real pressure, in conditions where character 

either holds or it does not, was the same man who would eventually 

I sit across from and said, we should build something that could do 

for other men what we have conquered and will continue to do so for 

our lives. 
 
I have been close enough to Nick across every season of his life to 

tell you that what he wrote in this book is true. The hard parts and the 

good parts. I was there for the conversations that did not make it into 

any chapter. The ones that happened on a porch at a dude ranch in 

Colorado over coffee, the ones where the situation was heavy and the 

outcome was not yet clear. What I can tell you about every one of 

those conversations is this: the vision never wavered. Not once. The 

circumstances changed. The difficulty changed. The timeline 

changed. The vision did not. It was always some version of the same 

thing. I will conquer this. I do not know exactly how yet, but I will 

build a process, attack it piece by piece, keep my head level, and I 

will get through it. And then I will help the next man get through his. 
 
That last part matters more than most people realize. Nick did not 

develop this framework for himself alone. As different approaches 

began to work for him, he shared them. Not because he had arrived 

somewhere and wanted credit for the climb, but because he 
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understood early that he was not an anomaly. Every man goes 

through hard seasons. Not every man has the blueprint to stay on 

course through them, or someone in his corner who has already 

walked the terrain. That gap between the man who makes it through 

and the man who does not is rarely about capability. It is almost 

always about system, structure, and brotherhood. Nick became 

obsessed with closing that gap, and that obsession is what eventually 

became The Agoge. 
 
What I watched in him across all of it was exactly what this book 

teaches. He never used his past accomplishments as a shield to hide 

behind. He used them as evidence. Evidence that the capable, 

resilient, hard man was still in there, and that what he was facing in 

any given moment was a singular thing, one problem, one season, 

one adversity, not the sum total of who he was. He refused to let a 

single hard thing bleed into every other area of his life, and he refused 

to let it define him. He compartmentalized without avoiding. He 

fought without pretending. 
 
I have beared witness to this this mans struggles, growth and 

triumphs. He has assisted me in mine and I am confident this book 

will do the same for yours. 
 

Josh Honsberger
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To the men who refuse to stay down, 

even when no one is watching. 
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carrying weight in silence, 

and choosing to move forward anyway. 
 

To my wife, Ali 
for standing through the rebuild, not after it was complete. 

 
And to my children 
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Chapter 1 

 

2016 
 

The Year That Broke Me 
 

In the Marines I was 240 pounds at 10 percent body fat. 
 
In 2016 I was 240 pounds at 30 percent. 
 
Same number on the scale. Different man entirely. 

 
* * * 

 
By the spring of that year, I was filing personal bankruptcy. I was 

watching strangers on the internet tell anyone who would listen that 

I had stolen money from veterans and nonprofit organizations. None 

of it was true. None of it was ever proven. But the damage was 

already done. Inside of about ninety days, I lost roughly ninety 

percent of the business relationships and friendships I had built over 

the previous three years. Phones stopped ringing. Texts went 

unanswered. Invitations dried up. Men I had served with, men I had 

built things with, men I had broken bread with, went quiet. 
 
I had followed every rule of the quiet professional. Don't talk about 

yourself. Don't put yourself out there. Stay humble. Keep your ego 

in check. Let the work speak. That's what the command culture 

taught us, and that is exactly how I had carried myself when I got 

out. I did everything I had been trained to do, and I still got smacked 

down.  
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Behind closed doors, I was broke. Not behind on bills broke. 

Bankruptcy broke. I had carried debt out of the previous chapter of 

my life that there was no way to climb back from. The math did not 

work. The accounts did not balance. I sat with the paperwork in front 

of me, embarrassed to publicly admit what was happening, and at the 

same time getting publicly accused of being rich enough to steal. I 

could not have written a more bitter version of the same year. 
 
And the truth I had been avoiding for two years finally caught up 

with me. The external rebuild I had been white knuckling since 2014, 

the business, the new relationship, the appearance of getting it back 

together, none of it had touched the man underneath. I had been 

decorating a house that was still on fire. 
 

You cannot decorate your way out of a fire. You have to put the 

fire out first. 
 

* * * 
 

How I Got Here 
 

To understand 2016 you have to back up to 2012. That is when the 

wheels came off. 
 
I had spent my entire adult life as a Marine. Recon. Then MARSOC. 

Force Reconnaissance Marine. Marine Raider. Every selection, every 

pipeline, every deployment, every workup. That was who I was. That 

was the identity that gave my life its shape and its purpose. And then 

one day it was over. I signed the paperwork. I got the DD214. I 

walked off the base for the last time and I was supposed to start a 

new life. 
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Nobody tells you what that actually feels like. They give you a 

transition class and a binder full of resumes and they thank you for 

your service. They do not tell you that the floor you have been 

standing on for fifteen years is about to disappear. They do not tell 

you that the brotherhood you bled with is going to vaporize the 

second you take the uniform off. They do not tell you that the part of 

you that knew exactly what to do every minute of every day is going 

to start asking questions you do not have answers to. 
 
By 2013 my marriage was in trouble. By the end of that year it was 

over. Twelve years. Out of those twelve years, I had been gone for 

six. Six years of deployments and trainings and workups and 

selections, and out of those six years we had never been 

consecutively under the same roof for more than six months at a time. 

You cannot grow with someone you are not actually with. We grew 

apart because we were never together. That is the truth of it. Neither 

one of us was wrong. We were just done. 
 
The hardest part was not the divorce itself. The hardest part was that 

I thought the right thing for my daughters was for them to move 

away. At the time, I genuinely believed that was the best call. I told 

myself I was protecting them from the version of me I was becoming. 

I told myself they would be better off without a man who came home 

from work and immediately started drinking to fall asleep. I was 

wrong. I would spend the next several years climbing back to them. 

I would eventually get them back. But in 2013, with the ink still wet 

on the paperwork, I thought I was doing the noble thing by letting 

them go. 
 
That left me alone in a house I could not afford in a town I had no 

real reason to be in. The furniture went with the marriage. I slept on 

a mattress on the floor. My clothes were folded in stacks next to the 
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mattress because I had no dresser. The walls had paint marks where 

the picture frames used to hang. The wire still hung on the nails. I 

would walk through the living room and joke to myself that the only 

thing missing was a tumbleweed rolling across the carpet. I was 

joking. Mostly. It really was that empty. 
 
And I drank. A lot. Every night. I worked, I trained when I could 

make myself care enough to, and I drank. The drinking was not for 

fun. The drinking was an attempt to sleep through what I was feeling. 

Which was nothing, and also everything, depending on the night. 
 

* * * 
 

The Beach 
 

In 2014, I drove to the beach with a .38 revolver in my pocket. I wrote 

about that night in detail in Excommunicated Warrior, so I am not 

going to retell the whole story here. The short version is this. I was 

exhausted. Not tired. Exhausted. I did not want to die. I wanted to 

rest. I had convinced myself that my daughters would be better off 

with the life insurance money than they were with the version of me 

they had inherited. I had convinced myself that my exit would be the 

cleanest gift I could give anyone left in my life. 
 
I walked the south end of that island until I couldn't walk anymore. I 

screamed until my voice gave out. And then the waves got loud 

enough to cut through what was in my head, and I remembered my 

girls running on a beach years before, chasing the surf, turning 

around to let the waves chase them back. I put the .38 in my pocket. 

I walked back to my truck. I drove home. 
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My first wife was standing in the kitchen when I came through the 

door. White as a ghost. She did not say a word. I did not say a word. 

I poured a glass of whiskey and sat down on the couch and did not 

move for a long time. 
 
That was the lowest external moment. It was not the moment of 

reclamation. Not yet. That would come two years later, and it would 

not look like a beach at all. It would look like a stack of bankruptcy 

paperwork on a kitchen table and a screen full of strangers calling me 

a thief. 
 

* * * 
 

The Half-Rebuild 
 

Later that same year I met Ali. October 2, 2014. I remember the date 

because everything that has been good in my life since traces back to 

it. She was not the rescue. Let me be clear about that, because some 

men reading this are hoping that the right woman is going to save 

them. The right woman cannot save you. She can only walk next to 

the man who is willing to save himself. What Ali gave me was a 

reason to start trying again. She did not fix me. But she made me 

want to fix me. 
 
From late 2014 into 2016, I started climbing back. I rebuilt some 

business relationships. I started chasing networking events. I made 

some money. I bought new furniture. I put pictures back on the walls. 

From the outside it looked like a man recovering. From the inside, 

almost nothing had changed. I was still drinking heavily. I was still 

angry about everything that had happened. I had no real plan for my 

body, my health, my faith, my fatherhood, or who I was supposed to 

be now that I was no longer a Marine.  
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And my body told the story. In the Marines I had been 240 pounds at 

10 percent body fat. The kind of conditioning that does not happen 

by accident. The kind of conditioning that requires waking up before 

the sun for fifteen years and doing what other men will not do. By 

2016 I was still 240 pounds. Same number on the scale. But the 

composition was completely different. 30 percent body fat. Soft. 

Slow. Out of breath walking up the stairs. The mirror told the truth 

that the bank account and the new furniture were trying to hide. 
 
That is the lie of an external rebuild without an internal reclamation. 

You can make the surface look fine for a while. You can fake your 

way through dinners and meetings and photographs. But the man 

underneath knows. And the body keeps the receipts. 
 

* * * 
 

The Year It Broke Open 
 

Then 2016 happened. Or, depending on how you look at it, 2016 did 

not so much happen as it finally caught up. 
 
The bankruptcy paperwork came first. I had been carrying debt from 

the previous chapter of my life that there was no clean way out of. I 

tried. I worked. I scrambled. The math did not move. So I made the 

call I had been avoiding and I filed personal bankruptcy. I will not 

pretend that did not feel like a failure. It did. Every man I knew who 

was building something seemed to be doing it without filing for 

bankruptcy. I sat with that paperwork and felt every ounce of the 

shame attached to it. 
 
Then the slander started. I do not need to relitigate the details here. 

People online began posting that I had stolen money from veterans 
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and nonprofit organizations I had been involved with. None of the 

claims were true. None of them were ever substantiated. The full 

story eventually came out and the truth got told. But the damage was 

done long before that happened. In the world we live in, a lie travels 

faster than the truth, and when it travels under the cover of pretending 

to protect veterans, it travels even faster. 
 
So picture the contradiction. Publicly, I was being called a thief. 

Privately, I was filing for bankruptcy because I was broke. I could 

not even defend myself the way I wanted to, because the truth I was 

carrying was its own kind of embarrassment. I was too proud to say 

I was broke. I was too proud to ask for help. And I was too quiet, by 

training and by command culture, to fight back hard against the 

public attack. 
 
In about three months I lost ninety percent of the business 

relationships and friendships I had built since getting out of the 

Marines. Some of those men I had served with. Some of them I had 

handed pieces of my career to. They were gone. Not all of them came 

back. Some of them never will. That is a wound you do not really 

heal from. You just learn to operate with the scar. 
 
I have heard guys talk about getting hit by lightning. I do not know 

what that feels like physically. But I know what it feels like to have 

your entire network, your reputation, and your bank account hit by 

lightning in the same calendar year. It hollows you out. It strips you 

of the comfortable lies you were telling yourself about who your 

people were and what your career was worth. It exposes the load 

bearing walls of your life and shows you which ones are real. 
 
And here is what I learned from it. Almost none of mine were real. 

Most of what I had built since getting out of the Marines was built 
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on appearances. Built on the borrowed credibility of having been a 

Raider. Built on whoever I happened to be in the room with. The 

minute the appearances cracked, most of it crumbled. 
 

Lightning does not destroy your life. It just shows you which 

parts of it were never real to begin with. 
 

* * * 
 

The Question 
 

At some point that year, sitting with the wreckage, I asked myself a 

question I had not asked before. Not out loud. Not in those words. 
 
What made me elite? 
 
Because I had been elite at something, once. I had walked into 

Marine Recon Indoctrination as a kid and walked out the other side. 

I had walked into the Force Reconnaissance pipeline and walked out 

the other side. I had walked into MARSOC selection and walked out 

the other side. None of those pipelines accidentally produce 

graduates. None of them care who your father was or whether the 

world is being fair to you. They will not let you in because you are 

likable. They will not let you stay because you have a story. They 

will gut and filter every man who does not have what they are looking 

for, and most of the men who start do not finish. 
 
So what did I have that got me through? Strip the romance off and 

what is actually left? 
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Discipline. Not motivation. Discipline. Doing the thing whether I felt 

like it or not, every single day, for years on end, because the standard 

was the standard. 
 
Consistency. Showing up. Not occasionally. Not when it was 

convenient. Not when I had slept well. Every time. Every morning. 

Every formation. Every workup. Every deployment. 
 
Relentlessness. The inability to be ground down by a single bad day, 

a single bad week, or a single bad year. The capacity to keep moving 

even when the cost of moving was high. 
 
Never quit. Never surrender. Not as a slogan. As an operating system. 

As the default response when life put a problem in front of me. The 

other options simply were not available. 
 
Always forward. There is no holding ground in a fight. There is 

forward and there is dying. We do not move backwards. We do not 

stand still. We move toward the objective until the objective is 

achieved or until we are no longer breathing. 
 
Those traits made me a Marine Raider. They made me competent on 

the worst day I ever had in combat. They were sitting in me the whole 

time. 
 
And the question that flipped 2016 from the worst year of my life 

into the inflection point of my life was this one: 
 
Can I apply those exact same traits to business, to marriage, to 

fatherhood, to my body, to my faith, to the rest of my life? 
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Not, can I learn new traits. Not, can I find some new system online. 

Not, can I read a book that solves it. Can I take what I already have, 

what already made me elite at one thing, and apply it to a different 

battlefield? 
 
The answer was yes. The answer had always been yes. I just had to 

remember who I was. 
 

* * * 
 

The Rebuild That Took 
 

From 2016 forward, I started running my civilian life the way I had 

run my career. I stopped negotiating with my standards. I stopped 

waiting for permission. I stopped looking around to see if anyone else 

was going to fix what was broken. I started doing the work, every 

day, on every front, the way I had done it in selection. 
 
The body came first. You cannot lead anything if you cannot lead the 

man in the mirror. I started training again. Real training. The way I 

had trained when training was my job. I changed how I ate. I changed 

how I slept. I cut what was killing me and I added what was building 

me. Slowly, the body came back. Not because of a hack. Because of 

consistency. Because of showing up every day and doing the thing 

whether I wanted to or not. 
 
The businesses came next. In 2018, I became a managing partner at 

Core Medical Group. At the time, Core was a single local clinic in 

Florida. Today it is one of the top three TRT clinics in the country. 

Not because anything went viral. Not because we caught a lucky 

break. Because we did not quit on a single hard problem, and there 

were a lot of hard problems.  
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That same year, alongside my wife Ali and our partners John and 

Rebecca Raushi, we started Johnny Slicks with four hundred dollars 

and a bar of grease. Four hundred dollars. Today Johnny Slicks is an 

eight figure American made grooming brand. Same playbook. Pick 

the problem. Solve the problem. Do not quit on the problem. Get one 

percent better every day on every front. Stack the wins. Trust the 

math. 
 
And then there is the Agoge. The brotherhood program I co-founded 

with Josh Honsberger to give other men what I wished someone had 

given me in 2013. Real accountability. Real structure. Real men in 

your corner who will not let you drift quietly into the version of 

yourself that 2016 nearly killed me as. 
 
My daughters came back. My family came back. My faith came back. 

My body came back. My finances came back. None of it came back 

overnight. None of it came back because I am special. All of it came 

back because I applied the same handful of traits I had used to make 

myself a Marine Raider, on a different battlefield. 
 

* * * 
 

Why This Book Exists 
 

This book is not theory. It is not a framework I built in a classroom. 

It is not a set of ideas I borrowed from someone else. It is the actual 

playbook I used to rebuild my body, my finances, my marriage, my 

fatherhood, and my faith, after 2016 nearly cost me all of them. 
 
I am writing it because most of the men reading this are stuck 

somewhere on a version of the same arc. You may not have the 

bankruptcy. You may not have the slander. You may not have the .38 
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and the beach. But you have something. A marriage that is fading 

without anyone saying so out loud. A body that is not the body you 

used to live in. A bank account that is sliding the wrong direction one 

month at a time. A version of yourself you stopped being five or ten 

or fifteen years ago, that you can still feel under the surface, that you 

have not figured out how to call back. 
 
You are not stuck because life is hard. You are stuck because the man 

inside is asleep, and nobody around you cares enough to wake him 

up. 
 
The good news is that the man is still in there. He did not leave. He 

just got buried under years of compromise, comfort, and quiet drift. 

He can be reclaimed. The traits that made you elite at something 

once, at being a husband, at being a soldier, at being a builder, at 

being a father, at being a competitor, those traits are still in you. We 

just have to dig them out and put them back to work on the part of 

your life that needs them now. 
 
The next seven chapters are how we do that. 
 
Chapter 2 is about the cost of waiting any longer. Chapter 3 is about 

the gap between who you say you are and how you actually live. 

Chapter 4 is about using discomfort as a tool instead of running from 

it. Chapter 5 is about the accountability you have been avoiding. 

Chapter 6 is about what to do when you fall off and how to stop the 

shame spiral that keeps men down. Chapter 7 is about giving yourself 

the permission to lead that you have been waiting on from someone 

else. Chapter 8 is about the next door, the one that opens after you 

finish this book. 
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If you do this work, your life will change. I cannot promise you on 

what timeline. I cannot promise you it will be comfortable. I can 

promise you it will be worth it, because it was worth it for me, and I 

am not different from you. 
 

Same number on the scale, different man entirely. That is the 

work. Let's go. 
 

* * *
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Chapter 2 
 

The Cost of Hesitation 
 

A man messaged me on Instagram a few weeks ago. Asked a question 

about the Agoge. Told me he wanted in but the price was a problem. 

I have heard that a thousand times. I gave him my honest answer and 

we went back and forth a few times. Standard exchange. 
 
Then something caught my eye. I scrolled up. I kept scrolling. I 

scrolled until my thumb got tired. I scrolled until the dates on the 

messages stopped making sense. 
 
This guy had been DMing me for six years. 
 
Six. Years. 
 
Six years of replies. Six years of polls. Six years of comments under 

my videos. Six years of me being on the other side of a phone telling 

him exactly what I would do if I were him. I read back through it. I 

am not making this up. The pattern was unmistakable. He was more 

out of shape than when he started talking to me. He was carrying 

more weight. Less muscle. More debt. More bitterness about the 

people in his life. More confusion about what he was actually doing. 

Six years older. Six years poorer. Six years heavier. Six years angrier. 

Six years further from the man he kept telling me he wanted to 

become. 
 
And he had received, free of charge, six years of my best work. 
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It broke my heart. It still does. Because he is not the exception. He is 

the rule. He is most of the men reading this book, whether you want 

to admit it or not. He is the guy who consumes the content, reads the 

books, watches the YouTube videos, follows the right accounts, 

agrees with the message, nods along on the long drive home, and then 

walks into his house and does nothing about any of it. For six years. 

Or ten. Or fifteen. Or the rest of his life. 
 
You are not stuck because you do not know what to do. You are 

stuck because you keep choosing not to do it. 
 

* * * 
 

Why Men Stay Stuck 
 

Hesitation is not a personality trait. It is a habit. It feels like thinking, 

but it is not thinking. Thinking leads to a decision. Hesitation circles 

the decision forever. You can hesitate your way through a marriage, 

a body, a business, and a calendar. Most men do. 
 
When I sit down with a man who has been stuck for years, I find the 

same three things underneath the surface every time. Ego. Fear. No 

target. That is the diagnostic. Pick one. Pick all three. You will 

recognize yourself in here, and the recognition itself is the first work. 
 
Ego. 
 
Ego is the voice that tells you that you are fine. That you have your 

stuff together. That your situation is unique and complicated and not 

really comparable to other guys. Ego is the reason a man with a forty 

inch waist tells himself he just needs to clean up his diet a little, and 

a man whose marriage is on fire tells himself things will calm down 
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once work slows down. Ego is the polite refusal to admit that the 

results of your life right now are exactly the results your habits have 

earned. 
 
Ego does not protect you. Ego rots you. It will let your entire life 

come apart at the seams as long as it gets to keep telling you that you 

are still in charge. Most of the men I have watched lose everything 

could have prevented the loss if they had been willing to drop the ego 

and ask for help twelve months before the wheels actually came off. 

They did not. Because ego. 
 
Fear. 
 
Fear is the second one, and it does not announce itself the way most 

men think it will. Fear does not show up as cold sweat and shaking 

hands. Fear shows up as a thousand small versions of the word later. 

Later, when work calms down. Later, when the kids are older. Later, 

when I have more money. Later, when I have lost the first ten pounds 

on my own so I do not look stupid showing up to a coach already in 

shape. Later, when I am sure it will work. 
 
Most of the men I talk to are not afraid of failing. They are afraid of 

looking like a beginner. They have built a public version of 

themselves that is competent, and stepping into a new arena means 

standing at the bottom of a ladder in front of other people. So they 

would rather suffer in silence at the top of a ladder they outgrew years 

ago than restart from the bottom on the ladder that actually leads 

somewhere. That is fear in expensive clothing. 
 
No target. 
 
The third one is the simplest and the most fixable. No target. No 
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objective. No specific, named, measurable thing you are working 

toward. Just a general desire to be better. A vague sense that things 

should improve. A loose plan to maybe start something, sometime, 

in some way. 
 
You will not hit a target you cannot name. You will not move toward 

a destination you cannot describe. The Marine Corps did not tell us 

to go forth and improve. They told us to take the hill. The hill had 

grid coordinates. The hill had a timeline. The hill had a defined 

condition for success and a defined condition for failure. That is the 

only kind of objective that actually pulls a man forward. 
 
If I asked you right now what you are working toward, by name, with 

a date attached, could you answer me in a single sentence? Most men 

cannot. That is the third reason they are stuck. 
 

* * * 
 
Where are you coasting right now? Where are you pretending to hold 

ground when you are actually backsliding? Which of the three, ego, 

fear, or no target, did you flinch at as you read? 
 

* * * 
 

Stagnation Is Not Standing Still 
 

Here is the lie most men believe. The lie is that if you are not actively 

making your life worse, you are at least holding ground. Not moving 

forward, sure, but not moving backward either. Treading water. 

Coasting. Maintaining.  
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Maintaining is not real. 
 
Picture an airport moving sidewalk. The one in the long terminal 

between gates. Now picture the sidewalk running the wrong 

direction. Slow, but steady. If you stand still on it, you do not hold 

ground. You drift backward. The only way to hold ground is to walk 

forward at exactly the speed the sidewalk is pulling you back. The 

only way to actually move forward is to walk faster than the sidewalk 

pulls. 
 
That is life. Every day, the sidewalk runs against you. Your body 

wants to break down. Your relationships want to drift. Your skills 

want to atrophy. Your business wants to slip in market share. Your 

faith wants to cool. Time itself is the sidewalk, and time is 

undefeated. If you are doing nothing, you are not maintaining. You 

are losing in slow motion. 
 
The six-year DM was not standing still for six years. He was moving 

backwards the entire time. He just was not moving fast enough on 

any given day to notice. A pound a month is not a pound. A pound a 

month is twelve pounds a year. A skipped workout is not a skipped 

workout. A skipped workout is a vote for the version of you that does 

not train. Cast enough votes and the election is decided. 
 

Time is undefeated. The only question is whether you are 

walking with it or being dragged by it. 
 

* * *  
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The Math of One Percent 
 

The cleanest framework I have found for breaking out of hesitation 

is the one percent rule. Get one percent better every day. Not ten 

percent. Not radical transformation. One percent. The number is 

small enough that the ego cannot reject it and the fear cannot stop it. 
 
One percent better, compounded daily, makes you thirty seven 

percent better over the course of a year. Run the math out further and 

the numbers stop looking like numbers and start looking like 

miracles. One percent worse, compounded daily, takes you the other 

direction at the same speed. That is the math the six-year DM was 

running. One percent worse, every day, for six years. He did not have 

a tragedy. He had a slow-motion landslide. 
 
I will tell you what one percent better in my life actually looks like, 

because if I leave it abstract you will hesitate. One percent better is 

going to bed thirty minutes earlier so I can train in the morning. One 

percent better is hitting my protein target by lunch instead of 

guessing at dinner. One percent better is reading ten pages of a book 

before scrolling. One percent better is sending the hard text I have 

been avoiding. One percent better is asking my wife one good 

question at dinner instead of half-listening to the answer to a bad one. 

One percent better is paying down a hundred dollars of debt that 

nobody else would notice. 
 
None of those things are sexy. None of those things will go viral. 

None of those things will change your life on the day you do them. 

All of them, compounded, will change your life entirely inside of two 

years. I have watched it happen with hundreds of men. I have 

watched it happen in my own life. I have lived through the math. 
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* * * 
 

Same Five Years, Different Man 
 

I have a brother in the Agoge named Gerry Fredo. About a month 

ago, Gerry was on a call with me and a room full of guys. He looked 

up from his notes and he said this, almost word for word. 
 
He said, this July it will be five years since the Agoge saved my life. 

He said it just like that. Not five years since he joined a coaching 

program. Not five years since he started a fitness journey. Five years 

since the Agoge saved his life. Because that is what Gerry feels in his 

chest when he looks back at where he was when he walked through 

the door. 
 
Now hold the math in your hand for a second. The man I had been 

DMing for six years. Gerry, who had been in the brotherhood for 

almost the same window. Within twelve months of each other on the 

calendar. One man is heavier, broker, angrier, and more isolated than 

when he started talking to me. The other man stood up on a call and 

told a room full of men that he had been given his life back. Same 

world. Same time. Same access. The only variable was who chose to 

step into the work and who chose to stay outside it for free. 
 
The cost of hesitation is not measured in money. It is measured 

in the version of you that died waiting. 
 

* * *  
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Even Failure Beats Hesitation 
 

Another brother of mine in the Agoge, John, told a story on that same 

call that I want you to sit with for a minute. John, before he found us, 

had gone to selection for a military program he had been dreaming 

about for years. He went, he gave it everything, and he failed. He did 

not graduate. He came home with the bitter taste of having reached 

for something and missed. 
 
And then he told the room that going to that selection and failing was 

the single greatest decision of his adult life. Not graduating would 

have made him feel good for a couple of weeks. Failing it broke him 

open. Failing it sent him looking for what was next. Failing it is what 

led him to the Agoge, to a new business he eventually started, to a 

new direction, to the men who became his real brothers. He said, out 

loud, that he is grateful he failed, because if he had passed it would 

have been a cool thing he pulled off and it would not have built him 

into the man he became after. 
 
Listen to that closely. The man who tried and failed got further than 

the man who watched and waited. Every single time. 
 
This is the part of the chapter where the part of you that has been 

hesitating wants to push back. It wants to say, but Nick, you do not 

understand my specific situation. My job is different. My family is 

different. My health is different. I cannot afford to fail right now. 
 
You cannot afford not to. That is the whole point. The man who 

hesitates is the one paying the highest cost in the room. He is paying 

with his life, one quiet day at a time, and he does not even see the 

bill. 
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The man who tried and failed got further than the man who 

watched and waited. Every single time. 
 

* * * 
 

How to Break the Hesitation 
 

Here is the tactical work. Read it. Then go do it. Do not read it twice. 

Reading it twice is hesitation in costume. 
 
- Name the target. Pick one specific objective in one specific area of 

your life. Body, business, relationship, finances, faith. One. Not five. 

Write it down in a single sentence with a number and a date attached. 

Not lose weight. Drop twenty pounds by Labor Day. Not save money. 

Pay down five thousand dollars of debt by the end of the year. Not 

be a better husband. Take my wife on a real date every Friday for the 

next ninety days. Specific. Measurable. Dated. 
 
- Pick your one percent action for today. Just today. Not the master 

plan. The single action you can take in the next twenty four hours 

that moves the needle on the target by one percent. Smaller than you 

think. Stupidly small if that is what it takes to actually do it. 
 
- Tell someone. Out loud. Wife, brother, coach, group chat. Hesitation 

lives in private. Speak the target into the open and you have created 

a witness, and witnesses make a man behave. 
 
- Do it again tomorrow. Not the same action. The next one percent. 

Stack them. Track them. The whole point of one percent is that no 

single day matters and every single day counts. That paradox is the 

engine. 
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- Refuse to renegotiate. When the resistance shows up, and it will, 

your only job is to do the action anyway. Not to think about it. Not 

to feel through it. To execute it. Discipline is not a feeling. Discipline 

is the willingness to act on a decision you already made, regardless 

of how you feel about it on the day. 
 

* * * 
 

Pain Is Your Pedigree 
 
One more thing before we leave this chapter, because I know what 

some of you are doing right now. You are reading this and you are 

thinking about all the reasons your hesitation is justified. The hard 

year you had. The diagnosis. The divorce. The bankruptcy. The thing 

that happened that no one knows about. You are telling yourself that 

you would be moving by now if it were not for the weight you are 

still carrying from what already happened. 
 
I want you to flip that completely. 
 
Your pain is not what is holding you back. Your pain is what makes 

you dangerous to your old self. Strip every hard thing that has ever 

happened to you out of your life and what is left? A softer version of 

you. A version that has never been tested. A version that has no grit, 

no scar tissue, no lessons that actually cost something to learn. You 

would not want to be that man and you would not want to follow him 

into anything that mattered. 
 
The hard things you have been through are not a weight to carry 

around. They are a credential. They are tuition you already paid. 

They are the reason that when the next hard thing comes, and it will, 
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you will know exactly what kind of man you are. You have receipts. 

Most men do not. 
 
Use them. Stop hiding behind them. 
 

Your pain is not your prison. Your pain is your pedigree. 
 

* * * 
 

This Week's Challenge 
 

Before you turn the page, do these three things. Not after the book is 

done. Not when work slows down. Not later. This week. 
 
First, write down one specific target. One area of your life. One 

sentence. One number. One date. Put it somewhere you will see it 

every morning. 
 
Second, take one action today that moves you one percent toward 

that target. Today. Before you sleep. Smaller is better as long as it is 

real. 
 
Third, tell one man what you wrote down and what you are doing 

about it. Not a woman in your life. A man. Someone who will check 

on you. Someone who will call you out if you go quiet. 
 
That is it. Three things. Less than thirty minutes of total work. If you 

cannot do thirty minutes of work to break a hesitation that has cost 

you years of your life, then the next six chapters are not going to save 

you and neither is the brotherhood and neither is anyone else. You 

have to want it more than you want the version of yourself you have 

been protecting. 



26 
 

 
If you do these three things, the next chapter will land differently. 

You will read it as a man who has already started moving, instead of 

a man waiting for the right time to start. There is no right time. There 

is now. 
 

The cost of hesitation is the version of you that died waiting. 

Stop paying it. 
 

* * *  
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Chapter 3 
 

The Identity Gap 
 

When I walked off active duty, I was thirty one years old, a husband, 

a father, and a man with no idea who I actually was. 
 

I had been a Marine for twelve years. Before that, I had been a kid 

clawing his way out of a life that should have ended me. After that, I 

had a DD214 in a folder and absolutely no working answer to the 

question that mattered most. Who am I when there is no team, no 

mission, no rank on my chest. Who am I when the uniform is in a 

footlocker and the only people in the room are my wife and my kids. 
 
The honest answer was that I did not know. I had built every part of 

my adult identity inside a system, and the moment I stepped out of 

the system, the whole structure I had been using to define myself 

walked off with it. I had spent twelve years learning who I was 

supposed to be inside a chain of command. I had never spent five 

minutes learning who I was supposed to be inside a marriage, or a 

business, or my own house at six in the morning when nobody was 

watching. 
 
It took me years to figure it out. Not weeks. Not a clean six-month 

rebuild. Years. Of journaling I did not want to do. Of accountability 

I did not want to be under. Of going down rabbit holes of 

uncomfortable questions and refusing to come out until I had 

something to bring back up. The version of me you are reading right 

now is not the version that walked out of the gate. The version of me 

you are reading right now was built. Slowly. Brick by brick. On 

purpose.  
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I am telling you this so you understand that what comes next is not 

theory. The identity gap is the longest, hardest, and most expensive 

gap I have ever closed in my own life. The reason it took so long is 

that I did not even know it was the gap. I thought I had a discipline 

problem. I thought I had a focus problem. I thought I had a money 

problem. I had an identity problem. Once I closed that, everything 

else moved. 
 

Same number on the scale does not make you the same man. 

Same wedding ring does not make you the same husband. 

Same job title does not make you the same operator. Identity is 

not what you used to be. Identity is what you actually do today. 
 

* * * 
 

You Cannot Declare Your Identity 
 

There is a man in my world named Craig Ballantyne. People have 

called Craig the most disciplined man in the world for years. The 

phrase is half a joke and half a serious credential. You can call 

somebody that. You can put it on a podcast intro. You can wear it on 

a t-shirt. 
 
It still does not make a man disciplined. 
 
Identity is not declared. Identity is proven. You can stand in front of 

a mirror every morning and tell yourself you are a warrior, a leader, 

a present father, a builder, a disciplined operator, a faithful husband. 

You can put it in your social media bio. You can say it on a podcast. 

You can write it in a book. 
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The only voice that gets to vote on your identity is your 

behavior over time. 
 
I want you to sit with that. You either reinforce or you revoke your 

identity every single day by your choices. You do not get to opt out 

of the vote. Every cookie at midnight, every snoozed alarm, every 

skipped workout, every hour you spent scrolling, every conversation 

with your wife you half-listened to, every dollar you spent on 

something you did not need. Every one of those is a ballot. And then 

we wonder why the man we keep electing into office is not the man 

we keep telling people we are. 
 

You do not get what you want. You get what you are. 
 
In the Agoge we call this the difference between ego identity and 

embodied identity. 
 
Ego identity is what you say or believe about yourself. 
 
Embodied identity is what your behavior actually reveals. 
 
They are not the same thing. Most men spend their entire lives 

running on ego identity and ignoring the receipts. 
 
- A man says, I am disciplined. His behavior says he hits snooze three 

times, skips workouts when he is tired, and finger-scrolls his phone 

for two hours every night before bed. 
 
- A man says, I am a great husband. His behavior says he has not 

planned a real date in nine months, has not asked his wife a real 

question in two weeks, and goes silent the moment there is conflict. 
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- A man says, I am building wealth. His behavior says he has no 

budget, no idea where his money is going, no investment account, 

and a credit card balance that climbs every month. 
 
- A man says, I am a present father. His behavior says he is on the 

phone at dinner, half-watching the kid’s game from the parking lot, 

and absent in his own house even when he is technically home. 
 
Take a camera, point it at the day this man actually lives, and run the 

footage back. The footage tells the truth. The footage is the only 

voice that gets to vote. 
 
This is uncomfortable. It is supposed to be. If you are reading this 

and you feel a sting, you are doing the work. If you are reading this 

and you feel nothing, you are not being honest with yourself yet. 
 

Your actions are your identity’s receipts. Nothing else counts. 
 

* * * 
 

You Fall to Your Habits 
 

There is a line attributed to the Greek poet Archilochus that I think 

about often. You do not rise to the level of your intentions. You fall 

to the level of your habits. 
 
In Chapter Two I asked you to pick a target. Name it. Date it. Write 

it down. That was step one. Here is the brutal part nobody tells you 

about goal setting. The target alone will not get you there. You will 

not rise to it on intention. You will fall to whatever your daily habits 

already are, on autopilot, and your habits will decide whether the 

target ever gets hit.  
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This is why the man who declares a transformation on January first 

is back to his old body by March. The target was real. The intent was 

real. The habits had not changed. So in the moments that mattered, 

late at night, early in the morning, on the road for work, in the middle 

of a hard week, he did not rise to the version of himself he had written 

down. He fell to the version of himself he had already built. 
 
The man you actually become is the man your habits already make 

you. Period. Your habits are your identity in motion. Your habits are 

who you are when nobody is watching, which is exactly the version 

of you that is going to show up when it matters. 
 
So you have two choices. Change the habits, or change the target to 

match the man you actually are. 
 

Most men do the second one and call it being realistic. 
 

* * * 
 

The Camera Test 
 

I want you to do this exercise with me. Not in your head. With a pen. 

I have run this with hundreds of men and the ones who do it on paper 

get something out of it that the ones who skim it never do. 
 
Step one. Write down who you say you are. Not the goal. The 

identity. The words you use when somebody asks you what kind of 

man you are. Disciplined. Present. Faithful. Strong. Sharp. Provider. 

Protector. Leader. Builder. Whatever your words are, put them on the 

page. Three to five of them. The ones you would put on a t-shirt if 

you were honest enough to wear it. 
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Step two. Lay out your actual day. Not your ideal day. Your real one. 

Run yourself through five categories. 
 
- Morning routine. What time you wake up. What you do in the first 

hour. What you put in your body. Whether your phone is in your hand 

before your feet hit the floor. 
 
- Nutrition. What you actually eat in a normal week. Not the version 

you describe to other people. The real one. 
 
- Physical training. How many days you actually train. What you 

actually do when you train. Whether you log it or guess at it. 
 
- Connection with your wife and kids. How much real attention they 

actually got from you in the last seven days. Real, eyes-up, phone-

down attention. Not coexisting in the same room. 
 
- Career, business, and personal development. What you actually 

moved forward this week. What you said you would do and did not. 

What you have been avoiding. 
 
Step three. Run the two pages against each other. Circle every habit 

that contradicts the identity. Underline every place your behavior is 

revoking the man you say you are. 
 
Where are you sabotaging the identity you claim? What daily actions 

need to die so the next version of you can live? Sit with the answer. 

Do not rush through it. 
 
This is the mirror. This is what most men never look at. They will 

spend hundreds of hours analyzing their work, their portfolio, their 

team, their kids. They will not spend twenty minutes auditing the 
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daily habits that are quietly deciding what kind of man they are 

becoming. 
 

* * * 
 

When you ran the footage back, where did you flinch? Which identity 

have you been claiming that your receipts do not back up? Which 

habit do you already know has to die first? 
 

* * * 
 

The Shirt You Refuse to Wear 
 

A man in the Agoge named Ed said something on a call recently that 

has stayed with me. We were in the middle of this exact conversation, 

the difference between who you say you are and who your habits 

actually make you. Ed spoke up. He said, I have shirts I do not wear 

anymore. 
 
He explained. They are good shirts. Strong shirts. Shirts with words 

on them, mottos, lines that mean something to him. He said, I used 

to wear them, when I was living up to what they said. Then I fell off 

the mark. And the shirts have been sitting in my closet because I do 

not have the right to put them on right now. The shirts have not 

changed. He has. 
 
Sit with that, because that is one of the most honest things I have ever 

heard a man say out loud. Ed did not lie to himself. He did not put on 

the shirt and pretend. He looked at the gap between who he said he 

was and how he was actually living, and he chose to leave the 

uniform off until he had earned the right to put it back on. 
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That is the work. Not pretending. Not faking. Not declaring yourself 

something you have not yet become. Looking at the receipts, taking 

honest inventory of what your habits are actually saying about you, 

and getting to work closing the gap. You earn the right to call yourself 

disciplined by being disciplined. You earn the right to call yourself a 

present father by being present. You earn the right to wear the shirt 

by being the man. 
 
A friend of mine, Kirk Weisler, has a line he uses about this. He says 

we are not human beings, we are human becomings. He is right. 

Nobody has arrived. Nobody is perfect. I am not perfect. Do not put 

me on a pedestal. Every man you respect, every operator you have 

ever looked up to, every leader you would follow into a hard thing, 

is in the middle of his own gap somewhere. The ones you trust are 

not the ones who pretend they do not have one. The ones you trust 

are the ones who keep closing theirs, every day, in the small choices 

nobody else sees. 
 

* * * 
 

Build the Man, the Man Builds the Life 
 

Here is the part most men get exactly backwards. 
 
They are trying to build a life. The house. The car. The bank account 

at a certain number. The kids in the right schools. The wife happy. 

The business at the right revenue. They wake up every day chasing 

the life, and they neglect to build the man who can actually hold it. 
 
You can build the life and not build the man. I have watched it 

happen. I have watched men sprint through a decade of acquiring 

stuff, climbing titles, hitting numbers, and arrive at the finish line 
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they set for themselves only to find out the version of them that 

crossed it cannot hold what they built. The marriage cracks because 

the man inside was never built to husband. The body breaks down 

because the man inside was never built to maintain it. The kids drift 

because the man inside was never built to lead them. The business 

comes apart because the man inside was never built to be in 

command of it. They built a life that required a different man to hold, 

and they did not build that man. 
 
You will not be the exception. Nobody is. 
 
So we flip it. You stop trying to build the life directly. You build the 

man. You build the habits. You build the identity in motion. And then 

that man, through his daily choices, builds the life as a byproduct. 
 
This is the most important pivot in this book. Read it twice. 
 
You are not building a life for your family. You are building the man 

whose existence will produce the life your family needs. 
 

We build the man. The man builds the life. 
 

* * * 
 

The Three-Line Code 
 

This is the tactical work. I am going to give you a tool I have used 

with myself and with hundreds of men. It is small. It is simple. It is 

hard, in the way every simple thing is hard. 
 
You are going to write a three-line identity code. Three statements. 

Not five. Not ten. Three. Each one is a line you can say out loud in 
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the mirror every morning, that names the kind of man you are 

committing to be, and that has visible actions backing it up so you 

cannot bluff your way through it. 
 
The format is this. I am a man of _____. I lead ____ with ____. I 

master _____. 
 
Pick the words that mean something to you. They do not have to be 

mine. Mine, for example, look something like this. 
 
- I am a man of discipline, faith, and my word. 
 
- I lead my family with strength and grace. 
 
- I master my body, my time, and my emotions. 
 
Each line is a position statement. Each line implies a set of actions 

that either back it up or expose it as a lie. Each line, repeated daily, 

becomes a creed. A man who repeats a creed long enough begins to 

live it. A man who has no creed lives by the loudest voice in his head 

on a given Tuesday morning, which is usually the voice of his old 

habits. 
 
Once you have the code, you build the daily proof. Every morning, 

before you do anything else of consequence, you write three non-

negotiables. Three actions that align with the code. They are not 

aspirational. They are not nice-to-haves. They are non-negotiable, 

which means if you got home at midnight and you have not done 

them, you do them at midnight. 
 
Pick small. Pick specific. Examples. 
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- Train for forty five minutes by ten in the morning. 
 
- Hit my protein number by lunch. 
 
- Twenty minutes of phone-down time with my wife in the evening. 
 
- Read ten pages before scrolling. 
 
- One hard conversation I have been avoiding, completed before 

noon. 
 
Three. Every day. Aligned with the code. 
 
At night, you reflect. Did I live them or did I not. No spin. No story. 

Yes or no. If yes, you marked another day building the man. If no, 

you do not flog yourself, you note it, and you adjust tomorrow. 

Failure is data. Drift is data. Both can be reversed. What cannot be 

reversed is years of skipping the reflection entirely, which is exactly 

what most men do. 
 
This is the simplest framework I run. It is also the most powerful one 

I have. It outperforms every elaborate system I have ever tried, 

because it does not depend on you being motivated, ambitious, or in 

a good mood on any given day. It depends only on you keeping your 

word to yourself, three times a day. 
 

* * *  
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What Most Men Want Versus What Most Men 

Will Actually Do 
 

Most men, when I walk them through this, nod along. They like the 

framework. They write the code on a sticky note. And then they go 

home, and inside of two weeks they have stopped doing it. 
 
Why. 
 
Because it is not exciting. There is no quick fix in here. There is no 

transformation hack. There is no thirty-day shred. It is just three 

small commitments, repeated for a long time, under the radar of 

anyone else’s approval. Most men want the transformation. Almost 

none of them want the boring, repetitive, unwitnessed work that 

actually produces it. 
 
This is the whole game. Not the writing of the code. The keeping of 

it. On Tuesday. In a hotel room. On the road. When you are sick. 

When you are tired. When work has been hard and the easiest thing 

in the world would be to skip it tonight and pick it up tomorrow. You 

build the man in those exact moments, or you do not build him at all. 
 
Identity is forged in quiet reps. In knee-to-knee conversations with 

your wife. In the alarm you do not snooze. In the small choices 

nobody else will ever see and nobody else will ever applaud. There 

is no other forge. 
 

* * *  
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This Week’s Challenge 

 
Before you turn the page, do these four things. Three are work. One 

is a tell. 
 
First, write your three-line code. Take your time. Get the words right. 

Print it. Put it where you will see it every morning before your day 

starts. If your code does not make you slightly uncomfortable to read 

out loud, it is not honest enough yet. 
 
Second, write your three non-negotiables for tomorrow. Tomorrow, 

not someday. The first three actions you are committing to that align 

with the code. Specific. Small enough to actually do. Big enough to 

matter. 
 
Third, do them tomorrow. Then the day after. Then the day after that. 

Track them. Yes or no. No essays. Just the receipts. 
 
Fourth, tell one man what your code is and what you are doing about 

it. Same man you told in the last chapter, or a different one. Out loud. 

The point of the tell is that hesitation hides in silence and ego hides 

in private, and a witness blows them both up. If you cannot say your 

code out loud to another man, your code is not real yet. Tighten it 

until you can. 
 
If you do this for seven days, the gap between who you say you are 

and how you actually live will start to close. Not all the way. Not in 

a week. But enough that you will feel it. You will catch yourself 

making a small choice that aligns with the code instead of the old 

habit, and you will know in your chest that something is moving. 
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This is the work. This is what the next chapter is going to ask more 

of. So do not skim past this one and hope it lands later. Lay the 

foundation now. Every chapter from here forward stands on this one. 
 

Your identity is not a claim. Your identity is a receipt. Decide 

what you want the receipts to say, and then start producing 

them. 
 

* * *  
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Chapter 4 
 

Discomfort as Discipline 
 

Choose Your Hard 
 

A man reached out to me a while back in a place I have seen too many 

men reach. Chest tight he could not draw a full breath. Sleep gone. 

Mind in a loop. The kind of crippling anxiety that wraps a man and 

squeezes until his life narrows down to the next ten minutes of trying 

to keep himself upright. The conversations he was having around it 

were starting to bend toward SSRIs and short-term hospitalization. 

Suicide watch territory. The darkest room a man can wake up in. 
 
We got on a call. I let him talk. I let him spill the whole picture. By 

the time he was done laying it out, I did not need a psych workup to 

see what was happening. Not because I am a doctor. I am not. But 

because every signal he was giving me was a signal I had seen before. 

His routine was gone. His training was gone. His sleep was gone. He 

was isolating. He was avoiding. There were three or four hard things 

in his life he was supposed to walk into, conversations he was 

supposed to have, decisions he was supposed to make, and he had 

been kicking every one of them down the road for weeks. Every one 

of those avoided things was sitting on his shoulders, quietly, and his 

nervous system was paying the bill. 
 
So I gave him a list. Not a long one. Cold plunge that day. Get 

outside, feet in the grass, sun on your face. Train, even badly. And 

one hard conversation that you have been avoiding, you have it 
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before the day ends. That was it. That was the protocol. Not a 

therapist. Not a script. Not a pill. Four things that day. 
 
He called me back a few days later. Not weeks. Days. And he said, 

in his own words, I feel like myself again. 
 

Discomfort is not the enemy. Avoidance is. And avoidance 

always sends a bigger bill than the thing you were avoiding. 
 

* * * 
 

The Saber-Toothed Tiger That Is Not There 
 

There is a reason your brain runs you toward easy and away from 

hard, and once you understand it, you can stop taking it personally. 
 
You have a piece of brain called the amygdala. Old hardware. Pre-

historic. Its job is to keep you alive. Specifically, it was built to keep 

you from getting eaten by the saber-toothed tiger that used to be on 

the other side of the cave wall. Anything it reads as a threat, it flags. 

Anything flagged, it tries to make you avoid. That is the whole 

circuit. 
 
Here is the problem. The saber-toothed tiger is not there anymore. 

There is no apex predator outside your front door. There is just life. 

There is a workout. There is a budget you have been ignoring. There 

is a conversation with your wife. There is a sales call you do not want 

to make. There is the cold shower. There is the alarm at five. 
 
Your amygdala does not know that the saber-tooth is gone. It still 

flags hard things as danger. So when you sit down to do the workout, 

when you open the bank account, when you draft the text to have the 
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conversation, the same circuit that used to keep you out of the jaws 

of a predator lights up and screams at you to retreat. Go vacuum the 

floor. Watch one more episode. Scroll the phone. Eat the Twinkie. 

Have a drink. The brain is doing exactly what it was built to do. It 

just got confused about what counts as a threat. 
 
You remember being in school with a paper due on Friday. When did 

you write it. Thursday night. Friday morning. That was the amygdala. 

Procrastination is not laziness. Procrastination is a fear response 

running on prehistoric hardware in a modern environment. Once you 

know that, you stop fighting yourself like there is something wrong 

with you, and you start training yourself like a man who knows what 

game his brain is playing. 
 

* * * 
 

The Monkey on Your Back 
 

I have been talking about this for years. Imagine a small monkey. 

Your wife asks you to do one thing for the weekend. One task. It will 

take you two hours. Friday night you sit down with a beer and you 

think, I will knock that out tomorrow. Saturday comes. Kids, errands, 

the day fills up. You think, I will do it tomorrow. Sunday morning, 

you watch a game. Sunday afternoon, you mow the lawn. Sunday 

night at nine, you sit down and you finally do the thing. It takes two 

hours, just like you knew it would. You go to bed. 
 
Tally it up. The task took two hours. The monkey was on your 

shoulder for forty eight. Every single one of those two days, in the 

back of your head, the monkey was sitting there. Whispering. 

Tapping. Reminding you. Reminding her. Cooking low-grade 

tension into a weekend that should have been yours.  
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That is what avoidance does. It does not make the hard thing go away. 

It charges interest on it. 
 
Stack that across a life. The conversation with your wife you have 

not had. The conversation with your business partner you have been 

ducking. The medical appointment you have been pushing. The 

honest look at the credit card statement you have not opened. Every 

one of those tasks has a monkey, and every monkey has been sitting 

on you for weeks, months, years. By the time a man hits forty, he has 

so many monkeys on his shoulders he cannot stand up straight, and 

he cannot explain why. 
 
We have a name for that pile of monkeys. We call it anxiety. We call 

it depression. We call it overwhelm. We medicate it. We numb it. We 

blame the job, the wife, the kids, the economy, the news. We blame 

everything but the truth, which is that we have been kicking the same 

five tasks down the road for so long that they have grown a 

personality, and that personality is now living in our nervous system 

rent free. 
 

What you do not face today becomes the anxiety you cannot 

explain tomorrow. 
 

* * * 
 

Stop reading for a minute. What is the monkey on your shoulder 

right now. What conversation. What task. What decision. What 

appointment. What look in the mirror. Name it on paper before you 

turn the page. 
 

* * * 
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My Five Thousand Dollar Mattress 
 

I will tell you on myself, because if I am going to ask this of you, you 

should know how it lives in my house too. 
 
I sleep on a five thousand dollar mattress. On top of it I have a Sleep8, 

which is a cooling system I would put up against anything on the 

market. My house is nice. My vehicle is nice. My team is good. My 

life is, by every external measure, comfortable. I am not going to 

pretend it is not. I worked for it. I am grateful for it. And I will tell 

you the truth about what it does to a man. 
 
Comfort is the gravity of a built life. The more you build, the harder 

it pulls down. Every door is held open. Every meal is on its way. 

Every conversation that gets uncomfortable can be avoided with a 

closed laptop. You do not have to do anything hard to make it through 

a day. You can drift through a Tuesday at a high level of income and 

influence and never once put your body or your mind under load. 

And after enough drifting, the man inside starts to soften in ways that 

no one else can see yet, but he can feel. 
 
So I have to build discomfort back in. On purpose. Daily. I train. I do 

jiu jitsu. I get under ice. I set goals that I am not sure I can hit. I take 

meetings I do not want to take. I have conversations I would rather 

not have. None of this is because I am chasing punishment. I am not 

a martyr. I am chasing a point of reference. 
 
Here is what built-in discomfort does for me. When I get into the part 

of the day where everything is going wrong, three problems at once, 

a fire in the business, a hard conversation at home, a deal that is 

collapsing, my first thought is not, this is too much. My first thought 

is, I have been colder than this. I have been more tired than this. I 
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have been deeper than this. The brain hits the rail and snaps back into 

proportion. Oh. We are good. We have been here. 
 
You cannot get that point of reference without putting yourself in it. 

There is no substitute. You cannot read your way to it. You cannot 

pray your way to it. You can only train your way to it. And once you 

have it, the rest of life looks different. 
 

* * * 
 

Comfort After Discipline 
 

Most men have the order wrong. They want comfort first. They want 

the easy chair, the streaming queue, the snack drawer, the early 

bedtime, the late wake-up. They want the reward without the bill. So 

they collect comfort all day, and they wonder why they feel like 

garbage all night. 
 
The order is this. Hard first. Easy second. You do the workout, you 

take the cold, you have the conversation, you do the budget, you 

make the call. Then you sit in the chair. Then you eat the meal. Then 

you sleep without the monkey. Comfort that comes after discipline is 

fuel. It restores you for the next round. Comfort that comes before 

discipline is a sedative. It puts the man in you to sleep. 
 
Choose easy now, you get hard later. Choose hard now, you get easy 

later. There is no third lane. Every man is on one road or the other, 

every day, in every category of his life. You can drift toward easy in 

your training and pay with your body at fifty. You can drift toward 

easy in your marriage and pay with a divorce at forty five. You can 

drift toward easy in your business and pay with a closure at thirty 
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eight. The bill always comes. The only question is when, and how 

big. 
 

Comfort earned is a reward. Comfort unearned is a sedative. 

Know the difference. 
 

* * * 
 

Building the Discomfort Discipline 
 

This is the tactical work. Read it. Do it. Do not skip to the next 

chapter. 
 
- Name the avoidance zone. Pick one category where you have been 

ducking. Fitness. Finances. Marriage. Family. Career. Faith. One. 

Write down the thing inside that category you have been avoiding the 

longest. Be specific. Not, I need to get in shape. The specific 

avoidance. I have not stepped on a scale in eleven months. I have not 

opened the credit card app in five weeks. I have not had a real 

conversation with my wife about money since the last fight. Write 

the specific avoidance, not the generic category. 
 
- Choose your daily discomfort. Pick one thing you will do every 

single day for seven days that puts you in controlled discomfort. Cold 

plunge or cold shower for three minutes. Five in the morning wake 

up with feet on the floor before the phone. Forty five minutes of 

training, even when you do not feel like it. A twenty four hour fast 

from social media. Ten pages of a book before any screen comes on. 

Pick the one that scares you the most among the easy options, 

because the one that scares you is the one that is going to move the 

needle. 
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- Have the one hard conversation. The one you wrote down in the 

first step. This week. Not next week. This week. You do not have to 

nail it. You do not have to have the perfect words. You just have to 

walk in and start. Most of the weight of any hard conversation 

evaporates inside the first sixty seconds of actually having it. The 

hardest part is the door. 
 
- Stack it before the day softens. Get the hard work in early. Train 

before nine. Have the conversation before noon. Run the budget 

before lunch. Your willpower is a battery, and it drains every hour. 

The man who waits until eight at night to do the hard thing is fighting 

a battery at five percent. Front-load the friction. 
 
- Track it, post it, own it. Take a screenshot. Send it to a brother. Drop 

it in your group. Visibility burns shame. The reason most men quit 

the daily discomfort by day three is because nobody is watching, and 

the amygdala wins the moment you are alone with it. Put a witness 

on it. The witness changes the math. 
 

* * * 
 

The Conversation That Was Already Forgiven 
 

On one of our coaching calls a few months back, a man named John 

asked me a question I want you to sit with. 
 
He said, what about the conversations with other people that just do 

not work out. What do you do when you have done the work and the 

relationship still ends, or the friendship still goes cold, or the business 

partner still walks away. How do you make peace with that. 
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I told him what I learned a few years ago. I was sitting in a Zen garden 

with Josh Honsberger, deep in some thought, and it hit me clearly for 

the first time. Every human being is walking his own path. You and 

I might walk a piece of the path together for a year, or five years, or 

ten. Then there is a moment where my path turns one way and yours 

turns another. That moment is not a failure. It is not betrayal. It is the 

geometry of two people moving. The wreckage shows up when one 

of us tries to force the path back together instead of letting it diverge 

with respect. 
 
So when somebody you love or somebody you built with starts to 

drift, have the conversation. Not the angry one. The clean one. Hey, 

the last few years have been good. I have appreciated this stretch. I 

think we are getting called different directions. I am rooting for you. 

Maybe our paths cross again later. Maybe they do not. Either way, I 

am stoked for the next chapter of yours. 
 
That is a discomfort. That is a hard conversation. Most men will not 

have it because they cannot let go of the version of the friendship or 

the partnership that already ended. They keep dragging the corpse 

around because letting it go feels like a loss, when in reality the only 

thing they are losing is the weight they did not need to be carrying. 
 
Here is the other side of the same coin. About a year ago I got a text 

from a man who departed from my life on bad terms a long time 

before that. He said, can we talk. We got on the phone. He said, 

brother, I have been carrying this for years. The way I ended our 

friendship has been weighing on me. I want your forgiveness. 
 
I told him the truth. Bro. You were forgiven when it happened. I do 

not have space in my heart for that kind of weight. I think you are a 

good man. I am rooting for you. I still consider you a friend. 
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You could feel the air come out of him on the other end of the line. 

He had been carrying that weight for years. I had not been carrying 

it for a minute. All it took was one phone call. One uncomfortable 

conversation he had been avoiding because the amygdala in his head 

was telling him I would still be angry, or cold, or unwilling. The 

amygdala was wrong. The cost of waiting was years of his peace. 

The cost of having the conversation was thirty minutes and a little 

discomfort. 
 
Which kind of man do you want to be. The one carrying the 

conversation. Or the one who picks up the phone. 
 

* * * 
 

This Week’s Challenge 
 

Before you turn the page, three actions. Same shape as the last 

chapter. Three to do. Track. Post. 
 
First, pick your daily discomfort and run it for seven straight days. 

Not five. Not the days you feel like it. Seven. Cold, training, fasted, 

early, whatever you picked. Same one every day. If you miss a day, 

you do not start the count over and you do not flog yourself. You do 

it twice the next day. The point is the seven, not the streak. 
 
Second, have the one hard conversation you have been avoiding. This 

week. Inside seven days. Pick the right one, not the easiest one. The 

one with the most monkey on it. Walk in. Start. Stay in the 

conversation longer than you want to. Do not rehearse it to perfection 

before you have it, because the rehearsing is the avoidance in 

costume.  
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Third, tell one man, the same brother you have been telling for the 

last two chapters, what your daily discomfort is and what the 

conversation is. Send him the screenshot every day. He does not have 

to do anything with it. He just has to receive it. The witness is the 

lock. 
 
If you do these three things, the next chapter is going to land harder 

than the last two, because the next chapter is about the very thing 

your monkey lives in. Accountability. The reason most men cannot 

beat their amygdala by themselves is that the amygdala has the home 

court advantage in the privacy of their own head. The way you take 

the court back is by stepping into the open with another man. 
 
You choose your hard, or your hard chooses you. There is no third 

option. The reps you put in this week are the receipts that prove to 

your own nervous system that you are the one steering the ship. 
 

You choose your hard, or your hard chooses you. There is no 

third option. 
 

* * *
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Chapter 5 
 

The Accountability You’re 

Avoiding 
 

Receipts or Excuses 
 

A friend of mine named Tim sat across from a guy he had not seen in 

a year. The guy picked up his drink, looked at Tim, and said 

something I want you to hear the way Tim heard it. 
 
Honestly, brother. Last time I saw you, you looked like you were 

knocking on death’s door. I did not think I was going to hear from 

you again. I thought you would be dead. 
 
Read that twice. A man Tim considered a friend looked at him a year 

before, watched him drift toward the cliff edge of his own life, and 

decided to say nothing. Not, hey, are you okay. Not, what is going on 

with you. Not, let me sit with you for a minute. Silence. And then a 

year later, when the worst had not happened by some grace, he had 

the nerve to deliver the post-mortem like it was a fun fact at the bar. 
 
That is not friendship. That is not brotherhood. That is two men in 

the same room pretending not to see what is on each other’s plate, 

because saying something out loud might be uncomfortable, and 

uncomfortable is more expensive in our culture than dead. 
 
I have watched men do this to each other my whole adult life. I have 

done it. You have done it. We have all sat across from a brother who 
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was sliding, and we have decided that it was not our place, that we 

did not want to make it weird, that he probably knew. We have called 

that minding our business. What we were really doing was protecting 

our own comfort at the cost of his life. 
 
Shame grows in silence. Progress grows in ownership. Pick the 

one you want to feed. 
 

* * * 
 

Why Men Hide 
 

Before we talk about how to build accountability, we have to be 

honest about why most men have spent their entire adult lives 

outrunning it. There are three reasons. They are not complicated. 

They are not rare. They are the same three reasons in every man I 

have ever sat across from, including the man I used to be. 
 
Ego protection. 
 
The ego will not let a man hear that he is wrong. It will not let him 

hear that he is sliding. It will not let him hear that the results he is 

producing do not match the version of himself he keeps in his head. 

So it screams the loudest the exact moment the truth gets closest. I 

am fine. I have got this. You do not understand my situation. I am 

working on it. 
 
Watch a man defend a version of himself that the mirror, the scale, 

the bank account, and his wife have all already disagreed with, and 

you are watching ego at the controls. The ego will let a whole life 

come apart as long as it gets to feel like it is in charge of the 

wreckage.  
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Fear of exposure. 
 
Real accountability turns on the light. The reason men avoid it is not 

that they are weak. The reason men avoid it is that they have been 

running from the same parts of themselves for so long that the idea 

of someone seeing those parts up close feels like dying. The fake 

armor we wear is heavy, and most men have forgotten it is fake. They 

think it is them. So when somebody pulls at the armor, it feels like 

an attack on the man underneath, when in reality the armor is the 

thing keeping the man underneath from being free. 
 
Darkness cannot exist in light. That is physics. A flashlight on a closet 

does not negotiate with the dark. The dark leaves. Accountability is 

that flashlight, and that is the precise reason men keep their closets 

closed. 
 
Comfort in isolation. 
 
You have heard this line a hundred times. From other men. From 

yourself. I am working on it. I am already started. I have a plan. Have 

you been working on it. For how long. With what results. Show me 

the receipts. 
 
Isolation is the lie of motion. As long as nobody is watching, you can 

say anything about where you are, and as long as nobody is checking, 

you can keep saying it. So the months stack up. The years stack up. 

The body does not change. The bank account does not improve. The 

marriage does not heal. And the man in the mirror keeps producing 

the same line. I am working on it. 
 

You can hide forever. The only thing that does not lie is your 

life. Your life is the scoreboard. Look at the scoreboard.  
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* * * 
 

What Accountability Actually Does 
 

I want to give you the four things real accountability does for a man, 

so you stop thinking of it as something painful that happens to you 

and start seeing it for what it is. The lever. 
 
It shortens the pain gap. 
 
A man without accountability spends years trying to figure out 

something a coach, a brother, or an honest wife could have surfaced 

in a single conversation. The pain does not go away because you are 

alone with it. It just lasts longer. Accountability does not invent the 

pain. It compresses the timeline you spend inside it. Every man inside 

the work has had the same moment. They start producing results, 

they look back, and they say, dude, I have been struggling with this 

for ten years, and the fix was thirty days once somebody was actually 

watching. 
 
It breaks the drift cycle. 
 
You do not slide off in one big move. You slide off in two pounds at 

a time. One missed workout at a time. One late-night order at a time. 

One conversation you did not have at a time. The drift is invisible 

from the inside. From the outside, with a brother watching, you 

cannot drift for two weeks before he is on you. Without him, you can 

drift for two years. 
 
It increases standards. 
 
You rise, or you get exposed. Either way you get better. The standard 
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in the room is the standard you live to. The men around you are 

setting your floor whether you are aware of it or not. A man who is 

the strongest in his room is in the wrong room, because nothing in 

that room is pulling him up. Put him in a room where the floor is 

higher than his ceiling, and within ninety days he is a different man. 

The pressure is not punishment. The pressure is design. 
 
It forces honesty. 
 
You cannot lie to a man who is actually paying attention to your life. 

He has the data. He sees the post or the absence of the post. He sees 

the workout or the missing workout. He hears the way you talk about 

your wife. He sees the receipts. There is no place to perform when 

you are inside a real circle. That is uncomfortable for about a week, 

and then it is the most liberating thing you will ever experience, 

because you stop spending energy maintaining the lie. The lie is 

gone. You get all that energy back. 
 

* * * 
 
Two questions before you keep reading. Who in your life is actually 

allowed to tell you the truth. Not your yes men. Not your audience. 

The one or two men who will look you in the face and say, brother, 

this is not it. And if one of those men sat across from you tonight and 

asked, who are you, could you answer in a way your daily life would 

back up. If both answers are blank, that is the chapter you are stuck 

in. 
 

* * *  
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Steve at the Event 
 
A while back we ran a live event with the brotherhood. Some of these 

guys had done the work for a year or more. They were tighter, leaner, 

sharper, more locked in than they had ever been in their adult lives. 

Steve was one of those guys. Steve had crushed it. Earlier in the year 

he had dropped real weight, cleaned up his life, gotten his head right. 

We had been in the trenches with him. 
 
Steve walked into the event and I clocked the gut. The little ring that 

had not been there six months before. The shirt sitting a little 

different. Most men would have made nothing of it. Most coaches 

would have made nothing of it. Most friends would have nodded, 

hugged him, called it good, and gone back to the buffet. 
 
I pulled him aside. 
 
Steve. What the hell is going on. Talk to me. 
 
He did not get defensive. He did not give me the line. He took a 

breath and he said, you are right. He told me what had slipped. We 

talked about it for ten minutes. Ten minutes. That was the whole 

intervention. He snapped out of it that weekend and got back to work. 
 
Now stack the math the other way. What if I had not said anything. 

What if I had let the polite version of the moment win. Six months 

of drift becomes twelve. Twelve becomes twenty four. The man who 

was eighty pounds down is forty pounds back up. The standard he 

had hit erodes. The brotherhood inside his head goes quiet because 

he stops believing he belongs there. The cycle that almost ate him the 

first time starts circling again. 
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A ten minute conversation, in the middle of a hallway, at a live event, 

with a man I love. That was the difference between Steve coming 

back, and Steve sliding away. That is the math of accountability. You 

do not get to opt out of it because it is uncomfortable for ten minutes. 

The cost of those ten minutes is not on you. The cost of those ten 

minutes lands on the man you said nothing to. 
 
I am not patting myself on the back for that. I am giving you the 

receipt of what brotherhood actually looks like, because if you have 

never had it, you do not know what it costs, and you do not know 

what it returns. 
 

* * * 
 

Matt at the Photo Shoot 
 
Accountability does not only work on the downside. It works on the 

upside too. It does not only show a man the version of himself he has 

been hiding from. It shows him the version of himself he has been 

hiding from on purpose, because believing in that version is more 

terrifying than living in the small one. 
 
Matt is a Canadian. Mid-forties. Smart, accomplished, good family, 

head on straight. The kind of man you would meet at a dinner party 

and assume had figured most of it out a long time ago. He came down 

for a photo shoot we ran after one of our transformations. He had 

crushed the program. He had done the work, the restriction, the 

training, the months of saying no to the things that used to drag him 

under. 
 
We were standing in front of the camera and I had him on video on 

my phone, mid-rep, the lighting hitting right, his body in a place it 
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had not been in twenty years. I turned the phone around so he could 

see it. I said, brother. Look at this. Look at what you just did. The 

human body is capable of that. 
 
He looked at the screen, and what came out of his mouth was not 

pride. It was not even satisfaction. It was disbelief. He said, honestly, 

I just never thought this body was possible for me. I genuinely never 

knew that version of me was attainable. 
 
Think about that. A grown, accomplished man was standing in his 

own body and could not recognize what his own body was. He had 

been so convinced for so long that the elite version of himself 

belonged to other men that he could not see the receipts when they 

were on the screen in his own face. 
 
That is what isolation does to a man. It writes a story about who he 

is, who he is not, and what he is capable of. The story does not need 

to be true. It just needs to be loud, and the only place a story like that 

gets loud is in a man’s own head, alone, with nobody around him 

allowed to interrupt it. The way Matt finally heard a different story 

was not from me telling him he could do it. It was from the camera 

and the brotherhood holding up the receipt and refusing to let him 

look away. 
 
You will not see your real self in a mirror you control. You will 

see it in the eyes of the men who refuse to lie to you. 
 

* * *  
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Building Ruthless Accountability 
 
This is the tactical work. Five actions. The work that takes 

accountability out of the abstract and lands it on your calendar. Read 

the five. Do the five. Do not be the man who underlines the chapter 

and skips the work. 
 
- Find your man, and ask him out loud. Pick one person inside your 

life who has both the standard you are trying to live to and the spine 

to call you on your bullshit. It is not your mom. It is not your buddy 

from high school. It is not your wife, because she carries enough 

already. It is a brother or a coach with the credibility, the standard, 

and the willingness. Walk up to him, in person or in a message, and 

use the words. Brother, I want you to hold me accountable. Here is 

what I am working on. Here is what I am going to send you, and 

when, and how. Will you take this on with me. Do not leave that 

exchange without a yes or a no. If it is a no, you do not have the right 

man. Pick another one. 
 
- Set the three non-negotiables for the week. Three. Not ten. Specific. 

Measurable. Bound by a date and a number. Train four days. Hit your 

macros six days out of seven. Have one undistracted hour with your 

wife on Sunday. Send the screenshot. Track the result. Two weeks of 

three non-negotiables crushed is worth more than two years of vague 

intention. 
 
- Own the loss in public. When you miss, post it. Not for sympathy. 

Not for the comment section. Post it because the act of typing it cuts 

the shame off at the knees. Missed the workout. Hit the macros four 

out of seven. Lost my temper with my son. Whatever it was. The cost 

of saying it out loud is twenty seconds of discomfort. The cost of 

hiding it is the next thirty days of drift. Pay the twenty seconds.  



62 
 

- Be the man who says the thing. When you see a brother slipping, 

you say it. You walk up, you pull him aside, you ask him what is 

going on. Not in the group chat. Not loud. The way you would want 

someone to do it to you. With care and with directness. If you truly 

care about a man, you will tell him the truth. If you only care about 

looking like a good friend, you will stay quiet. The quiet version is 

not brotherhood. It is theater. 
 
- Pass the losses down, not just the wins. This one is for the men 

further along than they realize. Your kids will see your wins. The 

wins do not teach them anything. Tell them the losses. The 

bankruptcy. The divorce. The addiction. The decisions you would 

unmake if you could. Teach them what you paid for the wisdom you 

carry. That is generational wealth. Money without the wisdom is 

gone by the third generation. Wisdom alongside the money 

compounds for centuries. Stop being too proud to hand your kids the 

part of your life that would actually save theirs. 
 

* * * 
 

Groundhog Day 
 

There is an old video of Bob Proctor that has been making the rounds 

for decades. He sits across from a man and he asks him, who are you. 

The man says, I am Dan. Bob says, no. Your parents gave you that 

name. They did not consult you. Try again. I am a man. No. You were 

given that body. You did not choose it. Try again. Inside three layers 

Dan cannot answer the question anymore, because most men have 

never actually had to. Most of us have spent our whole lives 

borrowing the answer from a job, a title, a team, a rank, a role. 
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A brother in our group named Dan sat through a couples counseling 

session a while back. The therapist asked him the same question Bob 

asked. Who are you. He came out of that session and the only thing 

he could say to me was, brother. I do not know. I gave her surface 

level. I am still sitting here trying to find the real answer. 
 
That is the gap underneath the gap. You can build the accountability 

partner, set the non-negotiables, post the wins and losses, and the 

structure will move your habits. The structure will not, by itself, give 

you the answer to the Bob Proctor question. That answer is 

somewhere else. 
 
Most men remember Groundhog Day as a romantic comedy with Bill 

Murray. It is not. It is a parable about a man trapped inside the same 

day until he figures out what lets him out, and what lets him out is 

not what most viewers think it is. The director said later that Murray’s 

character lived something like four hundred years inside that one day. 

Four hundred years of the same Tuesday. He tried the woman. He 

tried the money. He tried killing himself. None of it broke the loop. 
 
He broke the loop the day he stopped asking what the day could give 

him, and started asking what he could give the day. He learned the 

piano because he wanted to bring something beautiful into a room. 

He learned the names of the people in the town because he wanted to 

actually see them. He caught the kid falling out of the tree because 

somebody needed catching. He stopped performing the day. He 

started serving it. 
 
The loop broke. The morning came. 
 
That is the part most viewers miss. It is the part most men miss living 

their own lives. Most men running accountability programs, morning 
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routines, coaches, and books are still trying to build the version of 

themselves that gets the body and the bank account and the title, and 

the loop keeps looping because the engine of the work is still 

themselves. The loop breaks when the work turns outward. When 

your daily discipline is no longer for you. When it is for the man your 

sons need, the husband your wife deserves, the brother who is one 

bad weekend from going under, the kid in your town who has no 

father modeling what one is supposed to look like. 
 
That is what accountability ultimately becomes. The bridge from the 

inward life to the outward one. You let yourself be seen, so that the 

version of you the world actually needs has somewhere to be born. 
 
You do not break the cycle by going inward harder. You break it 

by going outward on purpose. 
 

* * * 
 

This Week’s Challenge 
 
Three actions. Same shape as the last two chapters. Do them. Track 

them. Send them. 
 
First, pick your accountability brother today, and have the 

conversation today. Not the polished one. The clean one. Brother, I 

am working on this list. Here is what I am committing to for the next 

seven days. Here is what I will send you, and when, and how. Will 

you take this on with me. Do not leave that conversation without a 

yes or a no. If it is a no, you do not have the right man. Pick another. 
 
Second, write your three non-negotiables for the next seven days. 

Specific. Measurable. Bound. Post them in your group, your text 
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thread, your journal, and to the brother you just picked. The post is 

the lock. The post is the line on the floor. The post is the witness. 
 
Third, every night for seven nights, send him the report. Wins and 

losses. Do not edit out the losses. The losses are the data, and the 

losses are the gift, because the man on the other end of that text is 

learning from you the same way you are learning from him. If you 

miss a night, you double up the next. If you miss two, you call him 

on the phone and you tell him out loud what is going on. You do not 

get to vanish quietly. Quiet is where the man you used to be lives. 
 
Do these three things and you will feel the air change inside your 

own head within seventy two hours. Not because anything outside 

has changed yet. Because for the first time in a long time, a man you 

respect is watching, and the version of you that has been getting away 

with the drift suddenly has to share the room with the version of you 

that is paying attention to it. 
 
That sets up the next chapter. Once you are in motion, once you are 

inside the work and inside the witness, the question is no longer 

whether you can start. The question is what you do when you fall off. 

You will. Every man does. The next chapter is about the wall, the 

moment you stop, and the system you build so that the stop becomes 

a comma instead of a period. 
 

Your life is the scoreboard. You either have receipts, or you 

have excuses. There is no third column. 
 

* * *
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Chapter 6 
 

The Discipline Wall 
 

The Fall Is Data 
 

I have a buddy named Matt Vincent, @matthewpvincent on 

Instagram. We have been friends for over ten years. We caught up on 

a podcast a while back and somewhere in the middle of the 

conversation we ended up admitting the same thing to each other. 
 
We are both cookie monsters. 
 
I do not discriminate. Chocolate chip. Snickerdoodle. Sugar cookies. 

White chocolate macadamia. The grocery store eight-pack with the 

soft middles that get stuck in your teeth. I am not a connoisseur. I am 

an enthusiast. Cookies are cookies, and I am all in. 
 
There is one exception. Oatmeal raisin. Putting oatmeal and raisins 

inside a cookie should be a sin. That is a hill I will die on, and it is 

the only edit to the no-discrimination rule. 
 
Matt is the same way, minus the oatmeal raisin clause, which we will 

get him there eventually. Two grown men, both serious about their 

discipline, both still admitting that if you put a sleeve of cookies in 

front of either one of us, we are going to put a dent in it. There is no 

white-knuckle hero version of either of us where we sit at the table 

next to the cookies and politely decline. That guy does not exist. We 

know that guy does not exist. 
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So we both, separately, in our own houses, made the same decision a 

long time ago. We do not bring the cookies in the house. 
 
That is the whole story. There is no third act. Two adult men, both 

with audiences watching what we do, both with bodies we are 

responsible for, both with a long history of letting good intentions die 

in the kitchen, decided that the cleanest way to win the cookie battle 

was to never let the cookie cross the threshold in the first place. 
 

Failing is human. Staying off is a choice. 
 

* * * 
 

The Discipline Loop 
 

If you have lived in your own skin for more than a couple of decades, 

you know this loop. You have run it. I have run it. Every man who 

has ever tried to change anything has run it. Most men are running it 

right now. 
 
It looks like this. 
 
Excitement. 
 
You hear the story, you read the book, you watch the video, you talk 

to the brother. Something lights up. You see the version of yourself 

you want. You feel it in your chest. You make a declaration, 

sometimes out loud, sometimes only to yourself. This is the time. 

This is when I change. You can feel the new man underneath the old 

one, and you can almost see the door.  
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Action. 
 
You move. You sign up. You buy the program. You join the gym. You 

throw out the food. You schedule the call. You send the message. For 

three days, seven days, three weeks, you are different. You feel it. 

People around you notice it. You start to believe the story. 
 
Resistance. 
 
Life takes a swing. The kid gets sick. The deal falls through. The 

contractor ghosts you. The flight gets cancelled. The wife is upset 

about something you did not know you did. The work week turns 

into a fire. The body gets tired. Suddenly the new plan is one more 

thing on a plate that is already cracking down the middle. 
 
Distraction. 
 
Something shiny moves into the periphery. A new project. A new app. 

A new opportunity. A new outrage on the news. A new fight on the 

internet. Your brain, looking for any reason to step off the path it has 

only been on for a few weeks, jumps at the chance to go think about 

something else. 
 
Guilt. 
 
You miss the workout. Then two. Then a week. Then you stop 

logging the food. Then you stop opening the app. Then you stop 

telling anyone about the program you were going to crush, because 

the spread between what you said and what you did has gotten wide 

enough to embarrass you. The new man you saw in your chest a 

month ago has gone quiet. The old man has the keys back. You hide. 
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Restart. 
 
After enough silence, after enough drift, after enough mornings of 

waking up in a body you do not want, you do it again. A new plan. A 

new program. A new declaration. Excitement, action, resistance, 

distraction, guilt, restart. Excitement, action, resistance, distraction, 

guilt, restart. 
 
Some men run this loop twice a year. Some men run it twice a decade. 

Some men run it twice a month. All of them call it discipline. None 

of it is. This is not discipline. This is the absence of a system, dressed 

up in motivational packaging. 
 
You do not need another plan. You need to stop abandoning the 

one you already have. 
 

* * * 
 

You Do Not Rise to Your Goals 
 
There is a line I have repeated in our coaching rooms more than 

almost any other. 
 
You do not rise to the level of your goals. You fall to the level of 

your systems. 
 
I will give you the punch line first, because most men miss it. Your 

goals are the part of you that gets to talk on the good days. Your 

systems are the part of you that has to answer the door on the bad 

ones. When life is calm, your goals look like the truth. When life is 

on fire, your systems are the only thing telling the truth. 
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The bad day will come. You are old enough to know that. You can 

plan on a lot of things, but if you have lived past thirty, you can plan 

on life kicking you in the teeth on a schedule nobody hands you in 

advance. Marriages strain. Businesses dip. Kids get sick. Parents get 

older. Bodies break down. Phones ring at hours you did not want 

them to ring. 
 
On those days, you do not rise. Nobody does. You drop. Where you 

land is not the level of your intentions, your vision board, your 

January first declaration, or the version of yourself you talk about 

over beers. Where you land is the level of your habits. Your default. 

The thing your body and your calendar do without you having to 

think about it. 
 
If your default, with nothing else holding it up, is to eat clean, to train, 

to read your Bible, to put your phone down at nine, to walk for twenty 

minutes before you do anything else, then a bad day still has a floor. 

You will not be at your best. You will be at a version of yourself you 

can live with. The wheels do not come off. 
 
If your default, with nothing else holding it up, is to scroll, to skip 

the workout, to grab the easy food, to medicate the stress, to retreat 

into the screen, then a bad day has no floor. You free fall. You wake 

up six weeks later in a body, a marriage, and a bank account you do 

not recognize, and you cannot point to a moment where it broke. 

There was no moment. There was an absence of a system. 
 
The goal sets the direction. The system carries you on the days you 

do not feel like moving. The man who builds a small, ugly, unsexy 

system that he can run on his worst day will quietly outproduce the 

man with the biggest goals in the room. Every single time. 
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* * * 
 

The Fall Is Data, Not Shame 
 
You are going to fall off. I do not say that to lower the bar. I say it 

because I have watched thousands of men torture themselves over 

this exact moment, and the torture is more expensive than the fall. 

The shame around the fall is what keeps men down for years. The 

fall itself is cheap. The shame is the price. 
 
Drop the shame. Pick up the data. 
 
When you fall off a plan, the failure is not a verdict on your worth. It 

is a feedback loop telling you something specific. The question is no 

longer, why am I so weak. The question is, what derailed the system. 

Those are different questions, with completely different answers. 
 
What pulled you off. Was it a life event you could not have 

anticipated. Was it a low-grade distraction you could have shut down 

a week earlier. Was it ego, you decided you had this and stopped 

logging. Was it overwhelm, the plan was too big to run during the 

season you were running it. Was it environment, the cookies were in 

the house. Was it sleep, you ran the routine for three weeks on four 

hours of sleep and then your discipline collapsed because your body 

was broken. 
 
Pick the data point. Name it. Write it down. Pick it like a scab. Do 

not skim past it. The scab is the lesson, and the man who picks at it 

long enough to actually see what is underneath does not run the same 

loop again. 
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This is also where the river line lands. There is an old line attributed 

to Heraclitus that no man steps in the same river twice, because the 

river is always changing and the man is always changing. People 

quote it like a yoga retreat slogan, but it does real work here. When 

you come back to the plan after a fall, you are not back at zero. The 

clock did not reset. You are coming back with more data, more reps, 

more awareness of what derails you, more honesty about what you 

are running from. The man who returns to the river the second time 

is not the same man who fell in. 
 

You are not starting over. Stop using those words. 
 

You are picking up where you left off, with better intel. 
 

* * * 
 
Run the last derail. The most recent time you stopped doing the thing 

you said you were going to do. What knocked you off, in one honest 

sentence. What was actually too small in the system you built. Write 

it down before you turn the page. 
 

* * * 
 

Patrick and the System That Was Too Small 
 
A man named Patrick brought a question to one of our calls a while 

back. Good operator. Disciplined. Was on a payoff-the-debt plan he 

had been running for a long time. He was doing what most men 

would call the right thing. He had followed a popular financial 

program. He had a thousand-dollar emergency fund. Everything else 

was going at the debt. He had been moving on it for years. 
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Then six months happened. Three or four things popped up in his 

life. One of them was bigger than a thousand dollars. The emergency 

fund got blown. The next one came in. The checking account drained. 

He scrambled to refill the buffer. Two weeks later it happened again. 

He was now in a cycle of build the thousand, blow the thousand, 

scramble, build the thousand again, blow it again. The progress on 

the debt had slowed to a crawl. He was working harder than he had 

ever worked. The math was not moving. And he was starting to feel 

like the failure was his. 
 
It was not. 
 
The failure was the system. The thousand-dollar emergency fund 

made sense as a starter line for a person in a starter situation. Patrick 

was not in a starter situation. He was a working adult with a real life, 

and real life does not throw thousand-dollar emergencies. Real life 

throws six thousand. Real life throws fifteen thousand. Real life 

throws a transmission, a roof, a hospital bill, and a layoff in the same 

quarter. A thousand dollars was not a buffer. It was a thimble against 

a fire hose. 
 
I told him what I tell anyone in that loop. Stop blaming yourself, and 

start auditing the size of the system. You do not need three months of 

buffer. You need six. You do not need to be slightly above the 

average. You need a buffer that fits the real shape of the life you are 

actually living, not the life the program assumed you were living. 

And in the meantime, you do not pull back from the offense. You 

pour rocket fuel on income. You go to war with the gap. Energy flows 

where focus goes. Focus on making more dollars, and the dollars will 

start showing up to fight the debt for you. 
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I know what I am talking about because I have a bankruptcy under 

my belt. I am not telling that story again here. You already read it in 

chapter one. I am telling you that the man who filed that paperwork 

did not have a discipline problem. He had a system problem. The 

plan he was running was too small for the life he was actually living, 

and when life pushed, the plan crumpled. The rebuild was not a 

louder version of the same plan. The rebuild was a bigger, smarter, 

more honest system, built around the real man I had become instead 

of the cleaner version I wanted to pretend I was. 
 
That is the lesson Patrick needed, and it is the lesson the discipline 

wall is trying to teach you every single time you hit it. 
 
If you are running the loop, do not assume you are weak. Audit the 

size of the system. Most of the time, the system is too small for the 

man, or too clean for the life. Either way, it is going to break the next 

time pressure shows up. The fix is not more shame. The fix is a bigger 

system, designed by a man who is now honest about what life is 

actually going to throw at him. 
 

The system that breaks under pressure is not always broken. 

Sometimes it is just too small. 
 

* * * 
 

The Minimum Viable Routine 
 
This is the tactical work. The five actions you run to break out of the 

loop and stay out. Do not skim past them. Do not save them for later. 

The minimum viable routine is what separates the man who climbs 

back from the man who restarts forever. 
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- Diagnose the derail in one sentence. Pick up a pen. Write down what 

knocked you off the last time, in one honest sentence. Not three 

paragraphs. Not a confession. A sentence. I stopped training because 

I traveled for two weeks and never rebuilt the routine. I stopped 

logging food because I did not want to face the number on Saturdays. 

I stopped praying because I got embarrassed to bring God my 

repeats. Whatever it is, the sentence is the entry point. You cannot fix 

what you will not name. 
 
- Build the minimum viable routine. Pick three to five non-

negotiables you can run on your worst day. Not your best day. Your 

worst. Five minutes of breathwork. Ten minutes of movement. A 

water target. Macro adherence at the level you can actually hit during 

a fire week. A nighttime routine that gets you to sleep. A morning 

routine that gets your feet on the floor before the phone gets in your 

hand. Whatever they are, they have to be small enough that the man 

who is barely hanging on can still do them. Big routines die in the 

first hard week. Small routines compound for ten years. 
 
- Engineer the environment so falling off is harder than staying on. 

This is the Matt Vincent lesson. If you know you cannot trust yourself 

with cookies in the house, do not bring cookies in the house. If you 

know you cannot trust yourself with the phone on the nightstand, the 

phone does not sleep in the bedroom. If you know you cannot trust 

yourself with a certain kind of conversation after ten at night, you do 

not have that conversation after ten at night. Stop pretending the 

version of you in those moments is going to make a different call 

than he has made every other time. Build the environment around the 

man you actually are, not the man you wish you were. 
 
- Track in public, daily. Pick a brother or a small room of brothers 

and post the scorecard every day. Hits and misses. The post is the 
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lock. Visibility is accountability. The day you stop posting is the day 

they all know you fell off, and you know they know, and the cost of 

that quiet is what pulls you back through the door before the drift can 

grow legs. 
 
- Build the system bigger than the goal. Patrick lesson. Whatever 

your domain, fitness, finances, marriage, faith, fatherhood, build the 

buffer in your system big enough to absorb what real life is going to 

throw at it. Three to six months of emergency fund. Two to three 

planned recovery weeks a year. A standing date with your wife that 

does not move for anything short of a hospital. A morning routine 

that has a thirty-second version for travel days and a ninety-minute 

version for home days. Margins are not luxuries. Margins are what 

keep the system standing when the pressure shows up. 
 

* * * 
 

Bill on the Plane 
 
A while back I was flying into Atlanta and ended up sitting next to a 

man named Bill. Bill was eighty-seven years old. We got to talking, 

the way you do on long legs when you do not feel like sleeping, and 

an hour and a half disappeared into the conversation. 
 
Bill had had a life. Three houses. Three cars. A smart home and a full 

security system he had set up himself. He had run a real career, retired 

clean, and then in 1991, when he was already supposed to be done, 

they pulled him out of retirement and brought him back to help put 

the Cadillac Escalade into production. He was that good. He talked 

to me about parenting, about grand-parenting, about investments, 

about work, about leadership. By the time the wheels hit the runway 
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in Atlanta, I figured I owed him a ten thousand dollar check for the 

hour and a half of coaching he had just handed me for free. 
 
At some point in the conversation I asked him the question. The one 

you should always ask when you find yourself sitting next to a man 

who has lived four decades longer than you have. What is your best 

advice. He thought about it. He gave me three things. I have 

remembered all three. 
 
One. Do not stress about it. 
 
Whatever it is. Whatever you are carrying. Bill said you get used to 

stress, and the longer you carry it, the more you stop noticing it. You 

stop noticing you are living a stressful life. The cortisol becomes the 

baseline. The clenched jaw becomes the resting face. The shallow 

breath becomes the normal breath. And then one day, he said, it kills 

you. Not metaphorically. Actually. The stress you stopped feeling is 

the stress that takes you down. 
 
Hear that as a man inside the wall, because this is the part most men 

miss. The reason you keep falling off is not always a willpower 

problem. It is often a nervous system problem. You have been 

running on cortisol so long that the minute you build a small new 

system, your body burns through the bandwidth before the system 

can take root. The minimum viable routine is, partly, the way you 

walk the stress back down to a level your body can actually live at. 

You cannot build the man on a foundation that is on fire. The routine 

is the water hose. 
 
Two. Keep moving. 
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Bill said most of the men he knew who retired died within a few 

years. Not from disease. From stopping. They got out of the chair at 

work and into a chair on the porch, and the body and the mind read 

the same signal. We are done here. He said you have to stay busy. 

You have to stay engaged in something. You have to have a reason to 

put your feet on the floor. He had it. At eighty-seven he still had it. 

Still building. Still tinkering. Still moving. 
 
This is the spine of this whole chapter. The man who stops in his life 

dies in his life. The discipline loop kills men not because the fall is 

fatal, but because the stop after the fall becomes permanent. Most 

men do not die in the loop. They die on the bench between loops. 

They put the program down, they sit down, and they never get up. 

The minimum viable routine is the refusal to sit down for good. Five 

minutes of movement is not five minutes of fitness. Five minutes of 

movement is the daily declaration that you are still in the game. The 

body knows the difference. The mind knows the difference. The 

years know the difference. 
 
Three. Keep up with technology. 
 
This is the one Bill said with a smile, because he knew it was going 

to land funny coming from an eighty-seven-year-old. You do not 

have to be a master, he said. You do not need to become a software 

engineer at seventy-five. You just have to stay somewhere in the 

middle. Do not get left behind. He said it keeps the mind sharp, and 

he was living proof. The man set up his own smart home and his own 

security system at an age when most men cannot work the remote. 
 
What he was really teaching me had nothing to do with phones or 

apps. It was about being a participant. Every man I have ever met 

who fell off and never came back fell into the same trap. They 
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stopped being a participant. They stopped staying up with their own 

life. They told themselves the season would come back around. They 

waited for motivation. They waited for life to slow down. They 

waited for the kids to get older, the business to settle, the marriage to 

find its rhythm, the body to come back on its own. None of those 

things came back on their own. The man stayed seated, and the years 

stacked up, and one day he woke up sixty pounds heavier, twenty 

years off the standard he used to hold, and asked himself when it 

happened. 
 
There is no when. There is only what you do today. The minimum 

viable routine is the equivalent of staying up with technology. It is 

the daily refusal to be a spectator on your own life. You do not have 

to be perfect. You do not have to be elite. You have to keep showing 

up small, on purpose, every single day, especially on the days when 

nothing in your nervous system wants to. 
 
Three pieces of advice from a man twice my age. Walk the stress 

down. Keep moving. Stay in the game. That is the wall. That is how 

you walk through it. Not by getting bigger. By getting smaller, on 

purpose, every day, until the loop you have been running is no longer 

the strongest thing in your life. Your routine is. 
 

The man who never has to start over is the man who built a 

routine small enough to never abandon. 
 

* * * 
 

This Week’s Challenge 
 
Three actions. Same shape as the last two chapters. Do them in this 

order.  
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First, in the next twenty-four hours, sit down with a pen and write the 

diagnosis of your most recent derail in one sentence. One. No essay. 

No excuse. The clearest, most honest sentence you can write about 

what pulled you off the path the last time. Save it. You are going to 

need it. 
 
Second, write your minimum viable routine. Three to five non-

negotiables you can run on your worst day this season. Define them 

by the number and the time. Not loose intent. Specific shape. Twenty 

grams of protein at breakfast. Twenty minutes of training. Phone in 

the kitchen by nine. One five-minute walk after lunch. One short 

prayer in the morning. Build the list a fifth grader could follow and 

a tired version of you can hit. Post it where your accountability 

brother can see it. 
 
Third, every night for the next seven nights, run the scorecard. Did 

you hit the routine. Yes or no. Post it. No editorializing. No long 

captions. Yes on the things you hit. No on the things you missed. If 

you miss two days in a row, you call your brother, on the phone, and 

you tell him out loud what happened. You do not get to disappear 

quietly. Quiet is where the old loop lives. 
 
That work, run for one week, does something nothing else does. It 

teaches you that you are no longer at the mercy of the loop. The loop 

only runs when nobody is watching and the system is too small. The 

minute the system is sized to your real life and the room is watching, 

the loop loses its grip. You are not going to be perfect. You do not 

need to be. You need to show up small, on purpose, every day, 

especially on the bad ones. 
 
That sets up the last piece of work in this book. Once you have 

stopped falling off, once your system is running, once your wins are 
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quietly stacking, the question changes. It is no longer about whether 

you can do the work. It is about who you are becoming, and what 

you are going to do with him. The man you are building is not for 

you alone. He is for the wife who needs a stronger husband, the kids 

who need a present father, the brothers who need a real one in the 

room, the people you have not even met yet who are going to need 

the version of you that is on the other side of this work. The next 

chapter is about that man. About permission to lead. About the day 

you stop waiting for somebody else to hand you the keys to the life 

you are already supposed to be living. 
 

Discipline is not motivation. Discipline is the system you are 

willing to run on the day you do not feel like running it. Build 

the system. Then go win the day. 
 

* * *  
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Chapter 7 
 

Permission to Lead 
 

No One Is Coming to Validate You 
 
I told you in chapter one what 2016 cost me. The bankruptcy. The 

slander. Ninety percent of a network gone in ninety days. The body 

that read the same on the scale and felt like a different man 

underneath it. I am going to come back to that year one more time, 

because in chapter one it was the wound. In this chapter it is the 

lesson. 
 
When all of that hit, I was still playing by the rules of the quiet 

professional. Do not talk about yourself. Do not put yourself out 

there. Stay humble. Let the work speak. Wait your turn. That was the 

command culture I had come up under, and that was exactly how I 

had carried myself when I got out. I did everything I had been trained 

to do, and I still got smacked down anyway. 
 
Somewhere inside the wreckage of that year, a different thought 

broke through. If I had followed every rule you gave me and you still 

came for me, then I was done playing by your rules. From here on 

out I was going to do whatever the hell I knew was right. And I was 

not going to ask permission to do it. 
 
That is the part I want to give you in this chapter. Because when I 

stopped asking, the money came back. The peace came back. The 

relationships that were supposed to be in my life came back. The 

relationships that were never real cleared out for good. The whole 
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shape of my life changed inside of about eighteen months, and the 

only thing that changed mechanically was that I stopped looking 

around the room for somebody to nod before I moved. 
 

Sometimes the gift inside the worst year of your life is that it 

kills the part of you that was still waiting for someone else to 

say go. 
 

* * * 
 

Where the Programming Came From 
 
Most men cannot tell you when they learned to ask permission. They 

cannot point to the year, the room, the conversation. They just have 

it. It is the background hum of how they live. The pause before the 

move. The second look around the room. The mental check with a 

version of someone else who is not even in the building. Permission, 

permission, permission. 
 
You did not invent that pattern. It was installed. 
 
The father wound. 
 
In special operations, we used to joke that selection was actually a 

fatherless-boy detector. Josh and I have talked about this for years. 

Of the men on our team, you could maybe find one out of fourteen 

with a healthy relationship with his father. That is not a coincidence. 

That is the entire pool. The boy who never got the nod from the man 

who was supposed to give it spends the rest of his life trying to earn 

it from somebody, anybody, who looks vaguely qualified. Coaches. 

Bosses. Mentors. Strangers on the internet. He calls it ambition. It is 
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performance. He is still in the kitchen waiting for the head pat that 

never came. 
 
 I am not saying every man reading this had a bad father. I am saying 

the absence is so common among high-performing men that you have 

to look at it. Your drive may not be drive. It may be a thirty-year-old 

request for approval, dressed up in a man's suit. 
 
Schools, companies, and command cultures. 
 
You sat in rows. You raised your hand to speak. You raised your hand 

to use the bathroom. You got rewarded for being still. You got 

punished for being loud. Then you walked into a job and somebody 

handed you a manager, a chain of command, a quarterly review, and 

a script for how you were supposed to ask for what you wanted. Then 

some of us walked into the military, and the script got tighter. Stay in 

your lane. Quiet professional. Do not put yourself out there. 
 
There is a reason for this, and it is older than any of us. John D. 

Rockefeller helped fund and design the model of the modern 

American school system in the early nineteen hundreds, and he did 

not hide what he was building. He wanted a nation of workers, not a 

nation of thinkers. Hands that could run a line. Bodies that could be 

on time. Brains that could follow instructions. That model is still 

running inside most of us a hundred and twenty years later. Sit down, 

line up, wait your turn, ask first. 
 
Society at large. 
 
If you doubt how deep the programming goes, think back to the 

spring of 2020. I walked into grocery stores during COVID and saw 

arrows taped on the floor telling grown adults which direction they 
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were allowed to walk down a cereal aisle. The part that stuck with 

me was not the arrows. It was that every adult I passed was actually 

following them. Heads down. One way. Around the bend. Back 

through the next aisle in the prescribed direction. We had been 

domesticated into compliance so thoroughly that a strip of duct tape 

on a tile floor was enough to redirect an entire population. 
 
I went the other way. Not because I was making a political point. 

Because I noticed how easily the herd had moved. If a piece of duct 

tape on a floor was enough to steer me where I did not want to go, 

then I had been asleep at a much deeper level for a long time. 
 
Marriage. 
 
This one is the quietest, and it is the one that takes the most men out. 

Somewhere along the way, happy wife, happy life stopped being a 

joke and started being a doctrine. Men used it as cover for not 

leading. Not initiating. Not deciding. Not having the hard 

conversation. Not making the call that needed to be made. They sold 

passive avoidance as marital maturity, and the marriage rotted under 

the wallpaper because no one was actually steering it. 
 
I love my wife. Ali is one of the strongest-willed women you will 

ever meet. And there are nights at our table where I have to say to 

her, this is the way it is, and because of who I have become and how 

I have lived, she gives me the nod and we move on. Not because she 

lost. Because she trusts that I have earned the call. A wife wants to 

be led by a man who is actually leading. She does not respect a man 

who hides behind her opinion to avoid having his own. 
 
Permission was not a habit you picked up. It was a system you 

were raised inside. The first step out is naming it. 
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* * * 
 

The Trap of Waiting 
 
Most men do not think of themselves as waiting. They think of 

themselves as preparing. Planning. Building. Getting ready. There is 

a difference between preparing for a move and standing in front of a 

move you already know you should make, calling it preparation 

because making it is uncomfortable. 
 
I have a brother in the Agoge named Joe. Joe is seventy-four years 

old. He is coming up on seventy-five. He is coming to our next 

retreat. He sits across from Josh at lunch and asks Josh, who is 

younger than he is, for advice on how to step forward into things Joe 

already knows he is supposed to do. Seventy-four years old. He has 

the years. He has the wisdom. He has the receipts. And he still has a 

part of him that is waiting to be told it is okay to lead. 
 
I am not telling you that to put Joe on blast. I am telling you that 

because if a man who has lived seven decades, raised a family, built 

a career, and walked through every door life has handed him still has 

a wait switch inside him, then so do you. That switch is not your age. 

It is not your station. It is not your bank account. It is your 

programming, and it does not get cured by getting older or richer or 

more credentialed. 
 
Jerry is one of the first men who ever walked into the Agoge. He has 

been with us almost five years. About a month ago, Jerry called me 

and said, I knew what you were going to say before I sent the 

message. I said, then why did you send the message. He laughed, 

because he knew. He had sent a message asking permission to do a 
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thing he had already decided he was going to do, because the asking 

felt safer than the doing. 
 
That is the trap. Waiting feels productive. Waiting feels humble. 

Waiting feels like respect. Waiting feels like wisdom. It is none of 

those things. Waiting is a man with a fully drawn map standing at the 

trailhead waiting for somebody to honk a car horn and tell him to 

start walking. 
 
Nobody is honking. Nobody is coming. Nobody has the keys to 

your life but you. 
 

* * * 
 
Where, specifically, are you waiting right now. Name the area. 

Fitness. Finances. The marriage conversation. The business pivot. 

The hard call to the family member. The book. The application. The 

boundary. Then ask the second question: who exactly are you waiting 

on, and what would you do today if you knew they were never going 

to show up. 
 

* * * 
 

The Cost of the Wait 
 
Every day you wait, the bill grows. 
 
Opportunities pass. The market moves. The window closes. The 

version of you with the energy to do the thing this year will not be 

the version of you that wakes up next year. The wife who is reachable 

today will not be reachable in eighteen months of silence. The kid 

who is open to a hard conversation today will be a teenager with the 
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door closed tomorrow. The body that can come back this year will 

need twice as long next year. The bank account that was salvageable 

last month is the bankruptcy you avoid this month or the one you file 

in two years. 
 
You become passive in your own story. That is the part most men 

miss. The wait does not just delay the win. It rewires you. You start 

defaulting to other people. You start asking what they think before 

you decide what you think. You start resenting them for not pushing 

you, even though the entire point of leading is that nobody is 

supposed to push you. 
 
I have heard it on our calls. The coach did not push me hard enough. 

The wife did not encourage me. The friend did not check in. The boss 

did not see what I was doing. Every one of those statements is a 

confession. The man saying them is admitting that he handed the 

keys to someone else and is now upset that the someone else did not 

drive the car where he wanted it to go. 
 
Josh and I are not walking into your house at five in the morning to 

wake you up. Your wife is not. Your pastor is not. Your accountant is 

not. Your coach is not. We can give you the plan. You have to run the 

plan. The plan does not need permission to start. It needs you to put 

your feet on the floor. 
 

The most dangerous lie a man believes is that he needs 

permission to be who he already knows he is meant to be. 
 

* * *  
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The Permission Reset 
 
This is the tactical work. Five moves. Do them. Do not let this chapter 

become another one you underline and never execute on. 
 
- Name the area you have been playing small in. One area. Not your 

whole life. Pick the loudest one. Is it your weight. Is it the 

conversation with your wife. Is it the business you keep researching. 

Is it the family member you have been avoiding for six months. Is it 

the call to your father. Is it the application you started and never sent. 

Write it down, in one sentence, in the actual words a friend would 

use about you behind your back. Specificity is the cure for paralysis. 
 
- Identify what, exactly, you are waiting on. Not vaguely. 

Specifically. Whose nod. Whose green light. Which condition. 

Which milestone. Which moment. Most men are stunned when they 

write this down honestly, because they realize the person they have 

been waiting on has been dead for ten years, or never had the 

authority to give them what they were waiting for in the first place. 

The wait is almost never about the present. It is about an old voice 

you forgot was still talking. 
 
- Write your ownership statement. Three lines. In your own 

handwriting if you can. I am the man who makes the call. I take 

action without approval. I lead because that is who I was created to 

be, not because someone told me to. Read it out loud. The first time 

you say it, your nervous system will not believe it. Say it again. Say 

it the next day. Say it on the days you do not want to. The man who 

is going to live the rest of your life does not know that statement yet. 

You are introducing him to himself. 
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- Take one bold action this week. One. Not five. Not your whole life. 

Make the call. Send the email. Have the conversation. Submit the 

paperwork. Step on the scale. Open the credit card app. Book the 

appointment. Start the family-night tradition. Begin the first page. If 

you fall on your face, you fall on your face. Falling on your face from 

action is a wound that heals. Standing still until you forget you have 

legs is a wound that does not. 
 
- Post the no-permission-needed move publicly. Tell a brother. Tell 

your accountability circle. Tell your group. Put it in the room. Put it 

in the universe. The act of telling other men what you just did, 

without their permission, will do two things. It will lock you to the 

move. And it will give another man behind you the permission he did 

not know he was waiting on, because he is going to see you move 

and start asking himself why he is still standing still. 
 

* * * 
 

The Man Who Steps In First 
 
Two years ago I started doing cold plunges with men. Lakes. Ice 

barrels. Forty-degree water. Since that first lakehouse event, I did the 

math the other day, and I have now been in cold water with over one 

hundred and sixty men. One hundred and sixty conversations. 

Sometimes I have locked arms with fifteen men at a time and walked 

into a forty-degree lake together. 
 
There is a moment in every one of those plunges that has nothing to 

do with the cold. It happens before the water. A group of grown men 

stand on the shore, looking at each other, looking at the water, 

looking at each other again. Nobody wants to go first. They are not 

afraid of the temperature. They are waiting for permission. Waiting 
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for the signal. Waiting for somebody else to step in so they can 

follow. 
 
The man who steps in first does not just take the cold. He gives every 

man on the shore the green light to come after him. He gives them 

their permission. He breaks the spell. 
 
That is what this chapter is asking of you. Not to be cold. To be the 

man on the shore who steps in first. In your marriage. In your 

business. In your home. In your community. With your father. With 

your son. With your body. With your faith. Somebody is waiting on 

you, and you do not even know who they are yet. 
 
Let me give you one more man. Mr. Park. Thirty-three years in the 

fire service. Read my book around 2017, right as he was retiring. 

Followed the work for years. Did a handful of our challenges. Stuck 

with the work even while he was overseas, working in more countries 

than I can list. Recently he walked into a meeting with people who 

had not seen him in years. He had gone from two hundred and 

seventy-five pounds to two hundred and twenty pounds, shredded. 

He does not drink anymore. He is fired up about life. The people in 

the room looked at him and said, Jack, you walked in. You look like 

the Terminator. 
 
Mr. Park did not get permission from anyone to become that man. He 

did the work, alone, on the road, for years, and the result walked into 

the room and spoke for itself. 
 
I am telling you both stories on purpose. Kirk and the cold. Park and 

the body. One is about leading in a moment. The other is about 

leading over a decade. You do not have to be ready to be the 
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Terminator at the end of this chapter. You have to be willing to step 

into the water first today. 
 

You are not waiting for permission. You are waiting for the 

man inside you to remember he never needed it. 
 

* * * 
 

This Week's Challenge 
 
Three actions. Same shape as the last several chapters. Run them in 

order. 
 
First, in the next twenty-four hours, sit down with a pen and write the 

area you have been playing small in, in one sentence. The clearest, 

most honest version. Then write, in a second sentence, the specific 

person or condition you have been waiting on. Then read both 

sentences out loud. You will feel something shift before you put the 

pen down, because you are about to step out of a loop you have been 

running for years. 
 
Second, write your three-line ownership statement, and post it where 

your accountability brother can see it. I am the man who makes the 

call. I take action without approval. I lead because that is who I was 

created to be. Use those three lines, or write your own three. The 

shape is the point. Three lines a man can stand under without 

flinching. 
 
Third, take one bold action by the end of this week. One move you 

have been waiting on permission to make. Make it, and post the 

receipt to your circle the day you do. Not a story. Not an essay. A 

picture, a screenshot, a sentence. Receipt. Posted. Locked. 



94 
 

 
That work, run for one week, does something nothing else does. It 

teaches your nervous system that you can move without a green light. 

Once your nervous system learns that, the man you have been 

waiting to become quietly steps forward and starts running the rest 

of the life for you. 
 
The next chapter is the last one. It is the door. It is the part where I 

tell you what to do with everything you just learned, and where I 

open the gate to the brotherhood that has been waiting on the other 

side. You came this far because something inside you already knew. 

The next chapter is where the man inside you walks the rest of the 

way out. 
 
Stop waiting. Start leading. The man you have been waiting on 

is you. 
 

* * *  
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Chapter 8 
 

The Next Door 
 

What You Do With This 
 
There is a moment on the calls I take with men where I can hear it 

happen. The man on the other side of the screen stops talking like a 

man who is still deciding, and starts talking like a man who has 

decided. His voice changes. The pace of his sentences changes. He 

stops asking me clarifying questions and starts telling me what he is 

going to do. 
 
I have been on enough of those calls now to know the moment is not 

about me. It is not the magic of the conversation. It is not anything I 

said. The man came to the call already decided. The call was just the 

threshold. The door he had been standing in front of for months, 

sometimes years, finally opened, and he walked through. 
 
That is what this chapter is about. The door. The man on the other 

side of it. And what you do in the next seventy-two hours after you 

close this book. 
 
Most men do not need another book. They need a door, and a reason 

to walk through it. 
 

* * *  
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What This Book Was 
 
What you just read was not a program. It was a wake-up call with a 

framework underneath it. Eight chapters. One spine. The man inside 

you is still in there. The traits that made you elite at something once 

will work on whatever you are trying to rebuild now. Hesitation is 

killing you. Your identity is not what you say, it is what you do. 

Discomfort is the tool, not the enemy. You need a brother. You will 

fall, and the fall is data. You do not need anybody's permission. That 

is the work, front to back. 
 
Reading the work is not the same as doing the work. I want to be 

honest with you about that, because I do not want you to close this 

book and feel like the read itself did something. It did not. The only 

thing that does anything is the move you make next. 
 
The men who change after reading something like this are not the 

ones who underline the most. They are the ones who put the book 

down and immediately do one thing they were avoiding before they 

picked it up. 
 
Most men do not. Most men finish a book, feel a little better about 

themselves for an afternoon, file it on a shelf, and within a week the 

man on the cover is back to being the same man on the couch. They 

confuse the warmth of the read with progress. The two are not the 

same thing. 
 
I am asking you not to be that man. 
 

A book is a map. A map you never walk is paper. 
 

* * *  
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Recognition Is Only the First Gate 
 

Everything you just read is recognition. You have lost yourself. The 

man is still in there. You have a path back. That is the gift of this 

book. 
 
Recognition is necessary. Recognition is not enough. 
 
Recognition is the first gate of four. The next gate is environment. 

The gate after that is mindset. The gate after that is legacy. Each one 

is its own season of work. Recognition without environment will 

leave you a man who knows what he should be doing and is doing it 

alone in a vacuum. Environment without mindset will leave you a 

man with the right tribe and the wrong engine. Mindset without 

legacy will leave you a man with horsepower in every direction and 

no place to point any of it. 
 
You did the first piece by getting to this page. The next gate is the 

one I want to point you through before you set this book down. 
 

* * * 
 

The Four Phases 
 
I built The Agoge around four phases. The order matters. The order 

is the work. Skipping phases is how men spend a decade running in 

place. 
 
Phase one. Master yourself. 
 
This is where you live for the first stretch of the work. Discipline. 

Routine. Mindset. Body. Mission. Until you have hands on yourself, 
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you do not get hands on anything else. We do not start with your 

marriage. We do not start with your money. We start with the man in 

the mirror, because there is no version of the next three phases that 

works while the foundation is rotten. You learn to run your own day 

before you try to run anything else. 
 
Phase two. Lead your family. 
 
You take the man you built in phase one back into your home. You 

stop hiding behind your wife's opinion. You stop being a roommate 

to your own kids. You become the protector, the provider, and the 

presence the people under your roof have been starving for. Most 

men assume they are already doing this. Most men, when they look 

honestly at the last seven days inside their own house, are not. Phase 

two is where that gets corrected. 
 
Phase three. Master your finances. 
 
The number of men I have sat across from who can run a fire team 

and cannot read a profit and loss statement is not small. The number 

of men who can deploy for a year and cannot stay out of their own 

credit card for thirty days is not small either. Money is one of the 

cleanest mirrors a man owns. Phase three is where you stop drifting 

financially. You learn the math. You set the targets. You build the 

discipline of paying yourself first and giving every dollar an 

assignment, and you stop letting the bank account be the last place 

you look for a measure of who you are. 
 
Phase four. Build your legacy. 
 
This is the one most men think they are already living in. They are 

wrong. Most men think about legacy the way most men think about 
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church on Easter. It comes up once a year, the right thoughts get 

thought, and then they go back to their normal Wednesday. Legacy 

is not the once-a-year version. Legacy is the daily question. Who am 

I building. What am I leaving. What story do my kids inherit. What 

values am I transferring under the wins. The fourth phase is where 

you become the man whose life is teaching the room something 

whether he means to or not. 
 
Four phases. Recognition lit the match. The phases are the fire. The 

Agoge is where the fire gets built. 
 

* * * 
 

The Four Doors That Are Already Open 
 
Some of you are going to close this book and book a call with my 

team this week. Most of you are not. Both of those are fine. I built 

four doors into the ecosystem for a reason. The right door is the one 

you actually walk through. 
 
- The Reclaim the Man Within Video Series. Free. The same six 

pieces of work from the spine of this book, taught by me on video, 

on your phone or your laptop. If you read better than you watch, this 

book is enough. If you watch better than you read, this is the next 

move. Scan the code in the back, hit play, run the same weekly 

challenges I gave you in chapters two through seven, this time with 

the camera turned on you. 
 
- Crushing Limiting Beliefs. Free. A short focused course on the 

specific lies your brain is telling you that this book named but did not 

surgically extract. If you finished chapter seven and felt the wait 

switch click off but you are not sure how to keep it off, this is the 
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next door. Watch it. Run it. Bring the limits up to the surface so you 

stop tripping over them in the dark. 
 
- The Brotherhood Code preview. Free. A short read on what makes 

a real brotherhood and how to build one. The answer to the chapter 

five problem we ran inside this book. You know you need a brother. 

You do not know how to find one, how to build one, or how to be 

one. The preview gives you the first cut at all three. 
 
- The Agoge Fit Call. This is the door. If the work in this book woke 

something up, if the man inside you is moving for the first time in 

years, if you are tired of running this alone, the call is where you start 

the real conversation. Twenty minutes with someone on my team. No 

pressure. No script. We figure out together whether the room is right 

for you and whether you are right for the room. If the fit is there, we 

open the gate. If it is not, we point you wherever does fit. Either way, 

you stop wondering. 
 
There are three QR codes at the back of this book. One opens the 

call. One opens the email list, which is where I bring everything else 

home in the off weeks. One opens The Brotherhood Code preview. 

Three codes. One book. Four doors. 
 

You do not need another piece of information. You need a 

threshold. 
 

* * * 
 

What Happens On the Call 
 
I want to take the guesswork out of the call, because I know what 

happens in your head when you read the words book a call. You 
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picture a high-pressure sales pitch from a guy in a polo. You picture 

being stuck on a call you cannot get off. You picture being asked to 

put down a number you cannot afford. So you do not click the link. 
 
That is not the call. 
 
The call is twenty minutes with somebody on my team who has run 

the Agoge work himself. He is going to ask you where you are. He is 

going to ask you where you want to be. He is going to ask you what 

you have already tried and where it broke down. He is not going to 

ask you for your credit card. He is not going to ask you for your social 

security number. He is going to ask you for the truth, which is the 

same thing this book has been asking you for, and which is the only 

entry requirement. 
 
At the end of the call, one of three things happens. Either he tells you 

the fit is not there yet, points you to the door that is the right door for 

you right now, and we shake hands. Or he tells you the fit is there, 

and you decide on the call whether you are ready to move. Or you 

tell him you need a couple of days to think about it, and he hands you 

the next step in writing, and you do not get hounded for the rest of 

your life by a salesman trying to close a quarter. 
 
That is the whole call. 
 
If you have read this far, you already know whether you want to take 

it. Most men who pretend they need to think about it are actually 

deciding whether they are willing to be seen. They have been hiding 

in a private version of this fight for years. The call is the first time 

anybody outside their household will know they are stepping into a 

room. 
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If that is the part that has you frozen, I want to tell you what I have 

watched every single time a man finally crosses that threshold. The 

shame loses ninety percent of its weight the second another man 

knows he is in the work with you. The wait you have been carrying 

gets lighter the second somebody else carries a corner of it. You did 

not lose the man inside by yourself, and you are not going to find him 

by yourself. 
 

* * * 
 

The Charge 
 
I want to end this book the way I opened it. 
 
In 2016 I was 240 pounds at 30 percent body fat, sitting in front of 

bankruptcy paperwork, ninety days into the worst slander season of 

my life, ninety percent of my network gone. I had followed every 

rule of the quiet professional and gotten smacked down anyway. I sat 

with the wreckage of that year and asked one question. What made 

me elite at something once, and can I apply those same traits to the 

rest of my life. That question, asked on the floor of the worst year I 

had lived through, is the question that built every piece of work you 

just read. 
 
I am not telling you that to impress you. I am telling you that because 

I want you to understand who is on the other side of this book. The 

man writing this to you is not a man who got the answers handed to 

him. He is a man who almost did not make it. He is a man who, in 

the wreckage, decided the only way out was through, and that he was 

going to take whatever was left of himself and rebuild the rest of his 

life on top of it. 
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If that is the worst version of you reading this right now, you have 

everything you need to write a new chapter. The same traits that have 

ever made any man elite at any one thing are still inside you. The 

work is to dig them out, dust them off, and put them to work on the 

part of your life that is broken right now. 
 
You do not need permission. You do not need more information. You 

do not need a better season, a different week, a fresh January. You 

need a move. 
 

The door is open. 
 

Walk through it. 
 

You did not pick up this book by accident. You picked it up because 

the man inside you is awake again. Do not let him go back to sleep. 
 

* * *
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WHAT’S NEXT  

 
READ EXCOMMUNICATED WARRIOR 

 

 
 
 

JOIN THE EMAIL LIST 
 

 
 
 

START THE RECLAIM THE MAN WITHIN COURSE 
 

 
 
 

CRUSH LIMITING BELIEFS 
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