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FINISHED!
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INTRODUCTION

THIS IS NOT A SELF-HELP BOOK. NOBODY NEEDS ANOTHER SERMON ABOUT THE TEI
steps or seven stages or sixteen hours a week that will deliver them from thei
stalled or fucked-up life. Hit the local bookstore or surf Amazon and you wil
slip into a bottomless pit of self-help hype. Must feel good to consum
because it sure does sell.

Too bad most of it won’t work. Not for real. Not forever. You might se
progress here and there, but if you are broken like I used to be or stucl
wandering an endless plateau while your true potential wastes away, book:
alone can’t and won’t fix you.

Self-help is a fancy term for self-improvement, and while we shouls
always strive to be better, improvement is often not enough. There are time
in life when we become so disconnected from ourselves that we must dril
down and rewire those cut connections in our hearts, minds, and souls
Because that is the only way to rediscover and reignite belief—that flicker i1
the darkness with the power to spark your evolution.

Belief is a gritty, potent, primordial force. In the 1950s, a scientist namet
Dr. Curt Richter proved this when he gathered dozens of rats and droppec
them into thirty-inch-deep glass cylinders filled with water. The first ra
paddled on the surface for a short time, then swam to the bottom, where i
looked for an escape hatch. It died within two minutes. Several other
followed that same pattern. Some lasted as long as fifteen minutes, but the?
all gave up. Richter was surprised because rats are damn good swimmers, ye
in his lab, they drowned without much of a fight. So, he tweaked the test.

After he placed the next batch in their jars, Richter watched them, anc
right before it looked like they were about to give up, he and his tech:
scooped up the rats, toweled them off, and held them long enough for thei
heart and respiratory rates to normalize. Long enough for them to register, o1
a physiological scale, that they had been saved. They did this a few time



before Richter placed a group of them back into those evil cylinders again tc
see how long they would last on their own. This time, the rats didn’t give up
They swam their natural asses off...for an average of sixty hours without an
food or rest. One swam for eighty-one hours.

In his report, Richter suggested that the first round of subjects gave uj
because they were hopeless and that the second batch persisted for so lon
because they knew it was possible someone would come along and save thei
sorry asses. The popular analysis these days is that Richter’s intervention
flipped a switch in the rat brain, which illuminated the power of hope for u

all to see.

r 1love this experiment, but hope isn’t what got into those rats. How lon;
1does hope really last? It may have triggered something initially, but nc
aCreature is going to swim for their life for sixty hours straight, without food
powered by hope alone. They needed something a lot stronger to keep then
ebreathing, kicking, and fighting.

< When mountaineers tackle the tallest peaks and steepest faces, they ar
susually tethered to a rope fixed to anchors in the ice or rock so when the
slip, they don’t slide off the mountain and tumble to their deaths. They ma
jfall ten or twelve feet, then get up, dust themselves off, and try again. Life i
sthe mountain we are all climbing, but hope is not an anchor point. It’s toc
1soft, fluffy, and fleeting. There’s no substance behind hope. It’s not a muscl
_you can develop, and it’s not rooted down deep. It’s an emotion that come;
,and goes.

Richter touched something in his rats that was damn near unbreakable
jHe may not have noticed them adapting to their life-or-death trial, but the
jhad to have figured out a more efficient technique to preserve energy. Witl
teach passing minute, they became more and more resilient until they startec
to believe that they would survive. Their confidence didn’t fade as the hour:
spiled up; it actually grew. They weren’t hoping to be saved. They refused t
Vdie! The way I see it, belief is what turned ordinary lab rats into marint
¢mammals.

There are two levels to belief. There’s the surface level, which ou
jcoaches, teachers, therapists, and parents love to preach. “Believe i
syourself,” they all say, as if the thought alone can keep us afloat when th
rodds are against us in the battle of our lives. But once exhaustion sets in

,doubt and insecurity tend to penetrate and dissipate that flimsy brand o
belief
S .



>  Then there’s the belief born in resilience. It comes from working you
.way through layers of pain, fatigue, and reason, and ignoring the ever-presen
ytemptation to quit until you strike a source of fuel you didn’t even knov
existed. One that eliminates all doubt, makes you certain of your strength ant
othe fact that eventually, you will prevail, so long as you keep moving
sforward. That is the level of belief that can defy the expectations of scientist:
rand change everything. It’s not an emotion to be shared or an intellectua
sconcept, and nobody else can give it to you. It must bubble up from within.
s When you are lost at sea and no one is coming to save you, there are only
two options. You will either swim hard and figure out how to last as long as i
stakes, or you are bound to drown. I was born with holes in my heart an
ysickle cell trait, and into a childhood torched by toxic stress and learning
,disabilities. I had minimal potential, and by the time I turned twenty-four,
1knew I was in danger of wasting my life.

Many people get it twisted and think my accomplishments directly
ecorrelate to my potential. My accomplishments do not equate to my potential
yThe little bit I had was buried so deep, most people would never have foun
yit. Not only did I find it, I learned to maximize it.

s I knew that there could be so much more to my story than the wreckage
ysaw around me, and that it was time to decide if I had it in me to go as hard a
2] could for as long as it took to become a more self-empowered human being
sI fought through doubt and insecurity. I wanted to quit every single day, bu
eventually, belief kicked in. I believed I could evolve, and that same belie
has given me the strength and focus to persevere whenever I’ve beei
ychallenged for over two decades. More often than not, I’ve challenged mysel
1to see how far I can push it and how many more chapters I can add to m
1story. I’m still seeking new territory, still curious just how high I might ris:
sfrom the bottom of the barrel.

> A lot of folks feel like they are missing something in their lives—
asomething money can’t buy—and that makes them miserable. They attemp
to fill the void with material things they can see, feel, and touch. But tha
rempty feeling won’t go away. It fades some until all gets quiet again. Thel
1that familiar gnawing in their gut returns, reminding them that the life the’
eare living is not the fullest expression of who they are or might become.

,  Unfortunately, most people are not desperate enough to do anything abou
fit. When you’re hogtied in conflicting emotions and other people’s opinions
it’s impossible to tap into belief and easy to drift away from that urge tc



revolve. You could be itchy as fuck to experience something different, to b
tsomewhere different, or to become someone different, but when the slightes
vresistance arises to challenge your resolve, you moonwalk right back into thi
lunsatisfied person you were before. Still itchy, still jonesing to be someon:
snew, yet still trapped in your unfulfilling status quo. And you are nowhert
snear alone.

1 Social media has compounded and spread this virus of dissatisfaction
which is why the world is now populated by damaged people consuming air
ygratification, hunting an immediate dopamine fix with no substance at al
tbehind it. Instead of staying focused on growth, millions of minds have beer
linfected with lack, leaving them feeling even lesser than. Their interna
sdialogue becomes that much more toxic, as this population of weak-ass
Ientitled victims of life itself multiplies.

It’s funny, we question so many things about the way our lives are going
yWe wonder what it would be like if we looked different, had more of a hea
.start, or were given a boost at one time or another. Very few people questior
dtheir own warped minds. Instead, they collect slights, dramas, and problems

hoarding them until they are bloated with stale regret and envy, which forn
Ithe roadblocks stopping them from becoming their truest, most capabl
sselves.

All over the world, hundreds of millions of people choose to live tha
tway. But there is another way of thinking and another way of being. It helpe«
fme regain control of my life. It allowed me to eviscerate all obstacles in m:
1path until my growth factor became damn near limitless. I’m still haunted
fbut I’ve traded in my demons for evil-ass angels, and now, it’s a goot
yhaunting. I’'m haunted by my future goals, not my past failures. I’'m haunte
eby what I may still become. I’'m haunted by my own continued thirst fo

evolution.
- The work is often as miserable and thankless as it ever was, and althougl
tthere are techniques and skills I’ve developed that can help along the way
tthere is no certain number of principles, hours, or steps in this process. It’:
1about constant effort, learning, and adaptation, which demands unwaverin
ydiscipline and belief. The kind that looks a lot like desperation. See, I am th
lab rat who refused to die! And I'm here to show you how to get to the othe
tside of hell.
,  Most theories on performance and possibility are hatched in th
ycontrolled environment of a sterile laboratory and spread in university lectur



ehalls. But I am not a theorist. I am a practitioner. Similar to how the late
tgreat Stephen Hawking explored the dark matter of the universe, I an
cintensely passionate about exploring the dark matter of the mind—all of ou
auntapped energy, capacity, and power. My philosophy has been tested anc
aproven in my own Mental Lab through all the many fuck-yous, failures, anc
feats that shaped my life in the real world.

,  After each chapter, you will find an Evolution. In the military, evolution:
yare drills, exercises, or practices meant to sharpen your skills. In this book
Ithey are hard truths we should all face, and philosophies and strategies yot
1can use to overcome whatever is in your way—and excel in life.

1 Like I said, this is definitely not a self-help book. This is boot camp fo
,2your brain. It’s a what-the-fuck-are-you-doing-with-your-life book. It’s th
wake-up call you don’t want and probably didn’t even know you needed.

. Rise up, motherfuckers.

1 Let’s work!
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CHAPTER ONE

MAXIMIZE MINIMAL
POTENTIAL

[ SAT AMONG THOUSANDS OF COMBAT VETERANS IN A PACKED Kansas CiT
Convention Center for the 2018 Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) Nationa
Convention. I wasn’t just an active member; I was their guest. I’d been flow1
in to receive the VFW’s prestigious Americanism Award—an annual hono
for those who demonstrate a commitment to service, patriotism, the
betterment of American society, and helping fellow veterans. The mos
famous past recipient was one of my heroes. Senator John McCain survive
five and a half years as a POW during the Vietnam War. I’ve always admirec
the courage he exemplified back then, and throughout his very public life, he
continued to set the standard for how I believe men should handle hard times
Now my name was going to be alongside his.

I was about to receive the greatest honor of my life so far. I should hav
been proud as hell instead of confused as fuck. For over an hour, I sat in th
audience between my mother, Jackie, and my uncle, John Gardner. That’s «
lot of time to contemplate the meaning of the moment, and all I could comu
up with were the reasons that I shouldn’t be there. That nobody should know
the name David Goggins, much less put me in the same sentence as Senato
McCain. Not because I didn’t earn my spot, but because the circumstance
that life served me should never have led me here.

Sure, I’'m a winner now, but I was born a loser. There are a lot of bori
losers out there. Every fucking day, babies are born into poverty and broker
families, like I was. Some lose their parents in accidents. Others are abusec
and neglected. Many of us are born with disabilities, some physical, other:



mental or emotional.

It’s as if every human being is issued their own personal pifiata just fo
making it out of the womb alive. No one gets a sneak preview of what’s i
their pifiata, but whatever it is will set them up one way or another. Some o
us smack that fucker open and sweet things rain down. Those are the one
who have it relatively easy—at least at first. Some are empty as a dry well
Others are worse than empty. They’re packed with nightmares, and th
haunting begins as soon as the baby takes its first breath. That was me. I wa
born into a terror dome.

As the speakers took their turns on the mic, I was deep in my own darl
cave, reliving the countless bloody beatings my father dealt to my mother
my brother, and me. I watched us escape to Brazil, Indiana, only to settle jus
ten miles from an active chapter of the Ku Klux Klan. And guess where thos:
motherfuckers sent their kids to school? I recalled the steady flow of racis

vthreats from some of my classmates and how I cheated my way througl
Ischool and learned nothing.

1 I thought of my mother’s fiancé, Wilmoth, a would-be father figure whe
rwas murdered before he could become my stepdad. I recalled my repeatec
cattempts at the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB),
tstandardized test required for all military recruits, to fulfill my dream o
lbecoming a Pararescueman. After I finally passed that dreaded test an
lenlisted, I quit Pararescue training when the water evolutions became to«
shard. That brilliant decision ultimately led to me becoming a three-hundred
.pound graveyard-shift exterminator at Ecolab, raking in $1,000 a month a
twenty-four years old.

> ] was a shell of a man at that point, with no self-esteem or self-respect.
awas still haunted by the same old demons that had tailed me from birth, anc
athe harsh reality was that I lacked everything I needed to become the man
ewanted to be.

v Mind you, I wasn’t thinking about all of that to punish myself. I wa
rsifting through the files, searching for the catalyst, the moment that restartec
sthe fire and ignited something primal inside me. I needed to remembe
exactly how and when I flipped the script and managed to build a life o
1honor and service, but I kept coming up empty. I was so deep in my braii
1cave I didn’t even hear them call my name. I wouldn’t have reacted at all i
1my mom hadn’t nudged my arm. Even now, I don’t remember walking up th
sstage steps with her because I was still floating between my past and my



disorienting present.
r I heard them read my résumé, detailing the money I’d raised for veterai
1causes and the objectives I’d met over the course of my career. Before I knev
fit, they put a medal around my neck and the audience was on their fee
sapplauding. That was the surest sign yet that this born loser had been rebori
.somewhere along the way. That there had been a moment that sparked m
ametamorphosis.
s When it was my turn at the microphone, I gazed out at all the unfamilia
faces. Members of a brotherhood and sisterhood that I will always be a par
<of. The fact that this recognition came from them was the deepest honor, but
,didn’t know how to thank them. I was a sought-after public speaker by then
tcomfortable in front of crowds large and small. Factor in my work as
arecruiter for the military, and I’d been a professional public speaker for over
tdecade. I rarely got butterflies, but that summer day in Kansas City, I wa
ervous as hell and my mind was still clouded. I tried to shake it off anc
started by thanking my grandfather, Sergeant Jack.
>  “He would be the proudest man in the world to see me up here righ
Inow,” I said. Choked up, I paused, took a deep breath to compose myself, anc
astarted again. “I’d like to thank my mom, who...” I turned to my mother, an
fwhen our eyes met, the moment that permanently changed my life finally hi
dme, and the power of that realization was overwhelming. “I’d like to thanl
>my mom, who...”
- My voice cracked again. I couldn’t hold back the flood any longer.
tclosed my eyes and sobbed. Like a dream that only lasts seconds yet feel
like hours, time stretched out and scenes from the ultimate turning point i
Imy life—the last time I ever saw my father—colonized my mind. If I hadn’
1taken that trip, you’d never have heard of me.
|
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<I was twenty-four years old when I realized I was broken inside. Somethin
had gone numb in my soul, and that numbness, that lack of deep feeling
Idictated what my life had become. It’s why I quit going after my goals, m
sbiggest dreams, whenever things got hard. Quitting was just another detour. I
inever bothered me much because when you’re numb, you can’t proces:
twhat’s happening to you or within you. I didn’t know the power of the minc
yet, and because of that I had ballooned into a fat ass and taken a job as
cockroach sniper in restaurants.
I had my excuses, of course. My numbness was a survival mechanism. I
had been beaten into me by my father. By the time I’d turned seven, I’(
developed a POW mindset. Going numb was how I took my beatings anc
maintained some level of self-respect. Even after my mother and I escaped,
continued to be stalked by tragedy and failure, and numbness was how
coped with the fact that losing was all I ever knew.
When you’re born a loser, your goal is to survive, not thrive. You learn tc
lie, to cheat, to do what it takes to fit in. You may become a survivor, but it
a miserable existence. Just like the cockroaches I was assigned to Kkill, you



find yourself scurrying in from the shadows to claim the bare necessitie:
while hiding your true self from the light at all costs. Born losers are thi
ultimate cockroaches. We do what we have to, and that attitude often enable:
some pretty severe character defects.

I certainly had some. I was a quitter, a liar, a fat, lazy motherfucker, and
was deeply depressed. I could feel myself unraveling a little at a time. Fed yj
and frustrated, bitter and angry, I couldn’t take much more of my sorry-as:
life. If I didn’t change, and change soon, I knew I would die a loser, or worse
I might end up like my father, the hustler who was one quick twitch away
from violence. I was consumed by misery and groping for some menta
foothold to keep me from giving up for good. The only thing I could come yj
with was to go back to that house on Paradise Road that still haunted me.
had to get to Buffalo, New York, and look my father in the eye. Becaus:
when you’re living in hell, the only way to find your way out is to confron
the Devil himself.

I was hoping to find some answers that would help me change my life
That was what I told myself, anyway, as I crossed into Ohio from Indiana an
veered northeast. I hadn’t seen my old man in twelve years. It had been m;
decision to stop seeing him. At that time, the court system allowed children tc
make those decisions once they turned twelve. I made that choice mostly ou

3of respect for and loyalty to my mom. He’d stopped beating us after we lef
»Buffalo, but the one thing that never went numb was how I felt about wha
ymy mother endured at his hands. Still, over the years, I had questioned tha
tdecision and began to wonder if my memories, if the stories I told myself
Swere true.

1 On the long drive, I didn’t listen to music. All I heard were the competin;
Avoices in my head. The first voice accepted me as I was.

It’s not your fault, David. None of this is your fault. You’re doing the bes
tyou can with what you’ve been given.

1 That was the voice I’d been listening to my entire life. It’s not my faul
lwas my favorite refrain. It explained and justified my lot in life and the dead
Iend path in front of me, and it played 24/7. However, for the first time
Ianother voice chimed in. Or maybe it was the first time I stopped listening
only to what I wanted to hear.

) Roger that. It ain’t your fucking fault that you were dealt a bad hand
sbut...it is your responsibility. How long will you allow your past to hold yoi
1back before you finally take control of your future?



s Compared to the first, more nurturing voice in my head, this one was ict
ecold, and I did my best to tune it out.
s The closer I got to Buffalo, the younger and more helpless I felt. When
was 150 miles away, I felt like I was sixteen years old. As I pulled off ths
Thighway and wound through the Buffalo city streets, I felt like I was eight
>the same age I was when we packed all our shit into garbage bags and walke
sout the door. Once I walked into the house, it was August 1983 all ove
.again. The paint on the walls, the floors, the appliances and the furniture, al
yof it was the same. While it looked a lot smaller and out of date, it was stil
Ithe haunted house I remembered, filled with years of grisly memories an
opalpable dark energy.
I  However, my father was warm and more affectionate than I remembered
2Trunnis was always a charmer, and he acted genuinely happy to see me. A
twe caught up, I found myself laughing at his jokes, slightly confused by th
man in front of me. After a while, he checked his watch and grabbed his coat
.He held the front door open for his wife, Sue, and me as we headed for ths
dcar.
y  “Where are we going?” I asked.
> “You remember the schedule,” he said. “It’s time to open up.”
t  The first thing I noticed about Skateland from the outside was that i
tneeded a paint job. Inside, the floor and walls were chipped and stained, anc
tthe whole place smelled funky. The office had deteriorated too. That sofa wt
tslept on as kids, where my mom caught him cheating on more than on
,occasion, still hadn’t been replaced. It was filthy as hell, and that’s where
sat after the grand tour while my father headed upstairs to spin hip-hoj
grecords in the Vermillion Room.
I felt dizzy and disoriented. It was strange how far the old man had let hi:
tstandards slip. He wasn’t the strong, exacting, demanding figure I’
remembered. He was old, weak, soft in the middle, and lazy. He didn’t evel
tappear to be that mean anymore. He wasn’t the Devil at all. He was human
-Had I been feeding myself a false history? As I lingered in that office
,steeped in the past, I wondered what else I’d been wrong about?
3 Then, at around ten o’clock, the bass line dropped upstairs and the ceiling
started to shudder and shake. Within seconds, I heard hollering, laughter, an
,that steady stomping to the beat. In the same way a song can take you back tc
ua distinct time and place, that thumping bass returned me to my darkest days
I’d been funneled into a relapse of my childhood nightmare.



> I closed my eyes and saw myself as a first grader, tossing and turning o1
that very couch, trying to sleep after working all night and not being able t
Iget more than a wink. My mother was there too, struggling to paper over ou
apain with “home-cooked” dinners prepared on portable electric burners in th
,cramped office. I saw the helplessness and fear in her eyes, and it brough
1back all the stress, pain, frustration, and depression that came with it. Thos:
rmemories were real! There was no denying it!
1 I was disgusted to be sitting on that couch. I was sickened to have let m’
lguard down and enjoyed my father’s company, even for a few minutes. I fel
1like I was doing a disservice to my mother, and the longer I sat there an
watched the ceiling shake, the more rage rose up inside until I was on my fee
.and racing up a back stairwell into the Vermillion Room, where my demor
swas slurping whiskey—the smoky elixir that gave him his power.
e As akid, I rarely saw the space in full bloom, and while it had lost mos
.of its shine, it was still happening. What was once a glitzy nightclub serving
ofunk to a well-dressed crowd had become a packed dive bar flush with hip
hop. Trunnis was in the DJ booth orchestrating the energy, spinning records
and sucking down scotch after scotch until closing time. I watched him work
drink, and flirt, and the more wasted he became, the more my memor
tsynced with reality. After locking up, I drove us all to Denny’s for an after
lhours breakfast, just like old times. More than fifteen years had passed, ye
athe ritual remained the same as ever.
e Trunnis was sloppy as hell by then, and he could tell it made mq
Iuncomfortable, which ticked him off. While we waited for our food, hi
yglared at me as he dissed my grandparents and claimed they were responsibl
for the breakup of his family. Liquor always brought his ugliness out, and I’«
sheard that argument so many times before, it didn’t have much effect on me
1But when he started in on my mom, I wasn’t having any of it.
1 “Don’t go there,” I said quietly. But he didn’t care. He barked about hov
.everyone turned on him and how weak and sorry we all were. His spittl
,flew. The vein in his temple throbbed.

“Trunnis, please stop,” Sue said. There was something in her tone,
smixture of fear and dread, that I recognized. She wasn’t standing up anc
dtelling him how she felt. She was pleading with him. It reminded me so mucl
yof my mother and how powerless she felt when Trunnis would rage on anc
..on. He was the type of guy who would call a woman over to the house at 3:5!

p.m., knowing my mom would be coming home at four o’clock. He wante



1her to catch them in the act to show her that he had all the power and wouls
bdo whatever the fuck he wanted at any time of day or night. It’s the sam
rreason he beat me in front of her and did the same to her in front of me.
2 The very same day we left, Sue moved in, yet he often told her, anc
tanyone else who would listen, how beautiful and smart my mother was, as i
ashe were the one who got away. He needed Sue to feel she wasn’t gooc
enough for him, and never would be.
y  For the first time in my life, I felt for Sue and realized that Trunnis
tspecialty was the weaponization of disrespect. It was a tactic he used to bully
dwomen and children into submission. He knew that once he choked :
tmotherfucker out mentally, they would lose all their fight and self-respect
1which would make it easier to manipulate and dominate them. That’s what hu
was after. Not love. He craved dominance and subservience. It was liki
toxygen to him. He harvested souls with violence and rage. He wanted th
speople closest to him to feel wounded and empty. Decades later, my mothe
-still struggles with self-respect, decision-making, and confidence.
,  Trunnis’ face was red from alcohol. His jaw clenched with tension as hi
,kept talking shit. There was no doubt that he was the bully and abuser
yremembered, but not because he hated my mom or Sue, or my brother or me
-but because he was a sick, fucked-up old man who didn’t believe he wa
tworth a damn and could not and would not help himself.

Years later, I would learn that he had suffered abuse when he was a kid
aHis father made him stand in front of a flaming-hot coal furnace in a darl
eroom, and after a torturous waiting period, his dad would show up with a bel
eand lash him, buckle-side first. If he moved away from the belt, he’d ge
1burned, so he had to accept his father’s lashings and try not to move. Hi
.never dealt with his trauma, those memories festered into demons, and befor«

he even knew it had happened, the victim became the abuser.
v Whenever he got drunk and the party died down, he self-soothed by
epicking on people weaker than him. He beat them up. He ran them down

Sometimes, he threatened to kill them. But as soon as an abusive episode wa:
aover, he would erase it from history. The beatings we took never happened
1He liked to think of himself as a big man but never accepted responsibilit
1for anything he did that went wrong, which didn’t make him any kind of
1man at all. I suppose I was in that Denny’s booth with him because part of mq
>was hoping Trunnis would apologize, but he didn’t think he had anything tc
1be sorry for. He was straight-up delusional, and his delusions demoralized al



lof us. They were also contagious.

> For years, he made me bleed, and he made me doubt myself. Hi
transferred his demons to me through the lashes of his leather belt and the
lopen palm of his hand, and like him, I grew up believing in delusions.
fhadn’t become an evil sociopath, but like him, I never took responsibility fo
1my own shortcomings or my failures.

Sitting there listening to him rave made my blood run hot. Sweat beade«
’on my forehead and all I could think about was payback. It was his turn tc
ysuffer at my hands. I wanted to make him bleed for my pain. I wanted to bea
athat motherfucker down right there in Denny’s. I was hair-trigger close t
,allowing my father to turn me into a violent maniac just like I remembere
2him to be!

e He recognized the fire in my eyes because it was as if he were looking
einto a mirror, and it scared the shit out of him. The weather changed in ou
rbooth. He stopped ranting mid-sentence. His eyes went glassy and wide, anc
in the fluorescent light of the diner, he looked meek and small. I nodded as
erecognized, in that very moment, the lie that inspired my trip to Buffalo.

I I hadn’t driven all the way from Indianapolis as some first step towart
\self-improvement. No, I was there looking for a free pass. I went to collec
smore evidence that all my many failures and disappointments stemmed fron
the same root cause: my father, Trunnis Goggins. I'd been hoping tha
.everything I’d believed all those years was true because if Trunnis wa
<indeed the Devil in disguise, that gave me someone to blame, and I wa
tlooking for a cop-out. I needed Trunnis to be the flaw in my existence i1
torder to claim the lifetime warranty on my get-out-of-jail-free card.

2 Trunnis was flawed alright. He showed me that all over again. But hi
awasn’t my flaw. The second voice was right. Unless I took responsibility fo
my demons, the ones he put on me, I had no shot at becoming anything othe
ythan a perpetual loser or another miserable hustler like him.

When the food arrived, Trunnis stuffed his face while I reflected on hov
smuch power I’d given him over the years. It wasn’t his fault I experiencec
.racism or barely graduated high school. Yes, he beat me and my brother uj
yand tortured my mother. He was a fucked-up man, but I hadn’t lived with hin
asince I was eight years old. When was I going to take my soul back fron
ehim? When was I going to own my own choices, my failures, my future’
YWhen would I finally accept responsibility for my life, take action, and wip:
Ithe slate clean?



Nobody said a word while T drove us back to Paradise Road. Trunni
ewatched me with a mix of drunken sadness, loss, and anger as I grabbed my
acar keys from the kitchen counter and walked straight out the door. I’¢
Iplanned on spending the weekend, but I couldn’t stand to be in his presenc
rfor one minute longer. While the words were never spoken, I believe we botl

knew that would be the last time we would ever see each other.
1  The funny thing was, I didn’t even hate Trunnis anymore because
bfinally understood him. On the drive back home, I turned the volume wa
tdown on the nurturing voice in my head and tuned into reality. In place o
yexcuses, it was time for ownership of exactly who I’d become in all of it
dugliness, and that meant acknowledging that my thin skin was definitely par
of the problem.
3 All of us are dealt circumstances in life we don’t have any power tc
rcontrol. Sometimes, those things are painful; occasionally, they are tragic o
linhuman. While the Accountability Mirror—which I tagged with sticky note
Ifilled with real talk, daily tasks, and a few bigger goals—had helped me ge
to a certain point, those fixes were surface-level. I’d never attempted to divt
ddown and solve the root cause of my problems, so I crumbled whenever lifi
tasked me to dig deeper and persevere in order to achieve something tha
1could lead toward sustained success.

t I’d spent my entire life in surface waters hoping that my luck woulc
schange and everything I’d dreamed of would fall into place for me. Tha
snight, on my drive home to Indiana, I accepted the hard truth that hoping anc
1wishing are like gambling on long shots, and if I wanted to be better, I had tc
start living every day with a sense of urgency. Because that is the only way t
aturn the odds in your favor.

r  Reality can be a motherfucker when all of your excuses are stripped awa
rand you are exposed for exactly who and what you have become, but th
truth can also be liberating. That night, I accepted the truth about myself.
vfinally swallowed reality, and now that I had, my future was undetermined
1Anything was possible as long as I adopted a new mindset. I needed t
bbecome someone who refused to give in, who simply finds a way no matte

awhat. I needed to become bulletproof, a living example of resilience.

1 Think of a packet of seeds scattered in a garden. Some seeds get mort

?sunlight, more water, and are planted in nourishing topsoil, and because the?

eare put in the right place at the right time, they can rise from seed to seedling
to a thriving tree. Seeds planted in too much shade or that don’t get enougl



swater may never become anything at all unless someone transplants them—
ysaves them—>before it’s too late.
1  Then there are those seedlings that look for the light on their own. They
acreep from the shade into the sunshine without being transplanted. They finc
1it without anybody digging them up and placing them in the light. They finc
strength where there is none.

I  That is resilience.
y  Once we’re born, our natural instinct is to look for ways to thrive. But no
feverybody does, and sometimes, there’s a damn good reason for it. I wa
sbrought up in darkness. My roots were flimsy. I was barely tethered to rock
thard ground. My spirit, soul, and determination weren’t nourished in th
light, but on that ride home, I realized that only I have the power to determinu
»my future, and I had a choice to make. I could continue living in the Haven o
rLow Expectations, where it was comfortable and safe to believe that my lifi
swas not my fault or my responsibility and that my dreams were just that—
tfantasies that would never be because time and opportunity were not anc
awould never be on my side. Or I could leave all that behind for a world o
apossibility, much more pain, unfathomably hard work, and zero guarantees o
tsuccess. I could choose resilience.

At twenty-four years old, a powerful force was gathering within me

lwaiting to be unleashed. I would soon call upon it to complete two Hel
tWeeks, become a member of the Navy Sea, Air, and Land (SEAL) Teams
land complete Army Ranger School. I’d compete in ultra races and break the
yworld pull-up record. Thanks to that one night in Buffalo, New York, when
saccepted my fate and became determined to tap into my resilience, I founc
the will to transform myself into the grittiest motherfucker ever to find ligh
ywhere there was none.
e I had never been a POW like John McCain and countless others, but
Ilived like a prisoner in my own mind for the first twenty-four years of m:
.life. Once I’d liberated myself and begun to evolve, I learned that it is the rart
ywarrior who embraces the adversity of being born into hell and then, witl
rtheir own free will, chooses to add as much suck as they can find to turn eacl
day into a boot camp of resiliency. Those are the ones who don’t stop at goo«
eenough. They aren’t satisfied with just being better than they used to be. The:
yare forever evolving and striving for the highest level of self. Eventually,
sbecame one of them, which is why I was honored at the VFW Convention.
1
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g“l’d like to thank my mom, who...” The audience gave me another round o
japplause as my sobs ebbed, and I returned to the present moment. “Wh
never picked me up when I fell. She let me pick myself up when I wa
knocked down.”

¢ By the time I was done speaking, all the emotion had drained clear
sHonored and humbled to have received an award that most people woul¢
_consider the crowning achievement of their career, I walked off that stag
.into the unknown. They say, “Iron sharpens iron,” but I had left the militar
_behind, and there was no one pushing me on a day-to-day basis any longer
}Fuck it. I was always destined to be that one warrior. Content to be thi

smotherfucker who sharpens his sword alone.
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“I’d like to thank my mom, who...” The audience gave me another round of
applause as my sobs ebbed, and I returned to the present moment. “Who
never picked me up when I fell. She let me pick myself up when I was
knocked down.”

By the time I was done speaking, all the emotion had drained clear.
Honored and humbled to have received an award that most people would
consider the crowning achievement of their career, I walked off that stage
into the unknown. They say, “Iron sharpens iron,” but I had left the military
behind, and there was no one pushing me on a day-to-day basis any longer.
Fuck it. I was always destined to be that one warrior. Content to be the
motherfucker who sharpens his sword alone.



EVOLUTION NO. 1

[’VE WORKED IN EMERGENCY MEDICAL SERVICES (EMS), ON AND OFF, FOR FIFTEEI
years. When an ambulance arrives on the scene of a severe trauma situation
we are immediately shotgunned into what’s known as the “golden hour.” It
the vast majority of cases, sixty minutes is all the time we have to save
critically injured victim. The clock starts the moment the accident happen
and doesn’t stop until the patient arrives at a hospital trauma center. By th
time we get to the scene of the accident, we are already behind, which mean:
it is vital that our assessment of each patient is rapid and on point.

Some are identified as “Load and Go” because they need specific, time
sensitive interventions that we can’t do ourselves. Others are identified a:
“Stay and Play.” Though their condition may be dire, they have issues ou
skills are built to address to ensure they survive the trip to the hospital. Ont
of the first things we do when we get to a patient is check their ABCs
airway, breathing, and circulation. We need to make sure their airway i
unobstructed, their lungs are inflating, and they aren’t bleeding profusely
Usually, ABC issues are obvious, but every once in a while, we come acros
a distracting injury.

Picture a shattered leg twisted way up over the victim’s head. When yot
see a limb in a place it does not belong, it’s easy to become fixated. It look:
so gruesome that human instinct is to address that problem first and blocl
everything else out. I’ve seen a lot of EMS personnel get sucked down tha
rabbit hole, but a badly broken and dislocated leg typically won’t kill anyone
unless it distracts us from realizing that their airway is also blocked or tha
they are gurgling because their lungs are filled with fluid and they are i
danger of bleeding out internally. A distracting injury, in the EMS universe
is anything that entices a medical professional to forget their procedures. I
can happen to anyone, which is why we are trained to remain alert to thos:
distractions. It truly is a matter of life or death.



The same can be said of the distracting injuries I carried. By the time
turned twenty-four, I was too distracted by child abuse, neglect, and racis
taunts to see all of the fucked-up things in my life over which I had direc
influence. Nothing that happened to me could be considered a fatal conditior
on its own, yet I spent so much time worrying about what my father did to us
and felt so alone, I was refusing to live. And when you spend your lifi
regretting what was or asking, “Why me?” you eventually die havin;
accomplished nothing at all.

The trip to Buffalo was pure distraction. I wasn’t ready to put in the worl
to change my life, so I went on an evidence-collecting mission. In fact, by th
_time I figured it out, it was almost impossible for me to become a SEAL.
;was so heavy that if I had been even a few pounds heavier, I would not hav
,been able to lose the necessary weight in the allotted time. I had to taki
sextreme measures—Ilike eating two tiny meals while working out six to eigh
hours a day for ten weeks—but when I started to shed weight and shift my
smindset, I realized I had never been as alone as I’d thought. I’d always tol

myself that nobody could possibly understand me or what I went through, bu
_as I looked around, I noticed that there were a lot of motherfuckers out ther«
swith distracting injuries stuck neck-deep in their past. These days, I hear fron
rthem all the time.

Some suffered child abuse or lost a parent very young. Others grew uj
.feeling ugly or stupid. They were bullied and beaten down or had no friend
sin school at all. It’s not always the childhood minefield that fucks us up
- There is no shortage of psychological and emotional snags in adult life. Ever
sday, people suffer bankruptcy, foreclosure, divorce, and catastrophic injury

They get cheated or robbed by their so-called loved ones. They get sexuall
,assaulted. They lose everything they own in a fire or flood. Their childrel
die.

i It’s so easy to get lost in the fog of life. Tragedy hunts us all, and any
tevent that causes suffering will linger longer than it should if you let it
. Because our sad stories enable us to grade ourselves on a forgiving curve
;They give us latitude and justification to stay lazy, weak-minde
,motherfuckers, and the longer it takes for us to process that pain, the harder i
. is to reclaim our lives.

; Sometimes, weakness and laziness are rooted in hate and anger, and unti
awe receive the confession, apology, or compensation we believe we ar
owed, we stay stuck in our shit as a form of self-righteous rebellion agains



Tour tormentors or even against life itself. Some of us become entitled. Wi
tthink our pain entitles us to feel sorry for ourselves or that we are entitled tc
tgood fortune because we’ve survived hell. Of course, feeling entitled doesn’
1make it so. Understand, the clock is always ticking, and at some point, you
,golden hour will expire unless you take action.
> People who get lost in their past, the ones who bore their friends anc
sfamily with the same tragic story over and over without showing a hint o
progress, remind me of a skydiver who becomes too fixated on their tanglec
kparachute. They know they have a backup ready to go but burn so much tim
atrying to fix the primary chute that they forget to track their altimeter, and b
Ithe time they cut the first chute away and pull the second ripcord, it’s too late
2Part of the problem is that they have become terrified of pulling that seconc
acord because if it’s also fucked up, then they truly will be helpless. That is .
tmental trap set by fear. We cannot afford to remain afraid of cutting awa’
ydead weight to save ourselves.
1 I was that skydiver for far too long. My father was violent. My mom wa:
tbroken. I was bullied, laughed at, and misunderstood. Check, check, anc
acheckmate. And yet, I was breathing free, and I was not bleeding. Physically
1l was alive and well and perfectly capable of cutting all of that bullshit away
I’d wasted way too much of my life telling myself the same sad story.
oneeded to move forward. It was time to write something new.
s If an act of God or nature tore your life apart, the good news is that yot
.really have nobody to blame. Yet, the randomness of it all can feel s
ypersonal, as if you’ve been marked for doom by the fates. If you fee
~wronged by somebody else, you may be waiting on a confession or ai
yapology in order to move forward, but I’m sorry to say the apology—tha
1tearful confession you’ve been dreaming of—will never come. The goos
news is you don’t need anybody else to free you from your trauma. You cai
ydo it on your own.

My father never apologized to me. Nobody ever said sorry for anything
.went through. I had to come to the conclusion that while I didn’t deserve an®
lof it, I was my main problem and primary obstacle. I’d given Trunni:
tGoggins all of my power. I had to take it back. I had to diffuse my demon.

had to shrink him down to the lowly, pathetic figure he was by humaniziny
lhim. Just as there was no other way to come out of the gauntlet that was m’
echildhood except fucked up, I had to see that he was a mortally fucked-u
tpiece of shit because of what he went through. Once I understood that, it wa:



eup to me to either do the hard work to break that cycle or stay cursed.
>  Like medics on the scene of a car accident, we all must act with a sense o
turgency and tune into that ticking clock in the back of our minds. Becaus:
rthere is a drop-dead time on everything we do in life. All our dreams anc
visions come with expiration dates etched in invisible ink. Windows o
lopportunity can and do close, so it is imperative that we do not waste time o1
fbullshit. None of us have any clue what’s coming for us or when our time
1might run out, which is why I do my best to ignore anything that i
ecounterproductive. I’m not suggesting we act like robots, but we need tc
yunderstand that forward motion gives our lives momentum. We need tc
.remember that sometimes chaos will descend and a clear highway can b
lwiped out by a flash flood in the blink of an eye.
a  When that happens, a lot of motherfuckers look for a cozy place t
yhunker down and hide out until the storm passes. “I’'m only human,” the
say. When holy hell rains down upon them and they feel drained anc
spowerless, they cannot conceive of a way to keep going. I understand tha
limpulse, but if I had succumbed to the “I’m only human” mentality, I neve
,would have dug myself out of the deep hole I was in at twenty-four years old
Because the second you utter those words, the white towel is fluttering in the
Iair, and your mind stops looking for more fuel. I didn’t know for sure if I’c
ever find my way out of the darkness. I just knew that I could not throw i
1the towel, and neither can you. Because there is no towel in our corner. Thert
bis only water and a cut man. And if those are your only options, you have ne
lIchoice but to keep fighting until you overcome every last thing that once helc
1you the fuck back.
t
1

1 You have been preoccupied by bullshit for way too long. It’s time to switch your focus to the
things that will slingshot you forward. #DistractingInjuries #NeverFinished
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up to me to either do the hard work to break that cycle or stay cursed.

Like medics on the scene of a car accident, we all must act with a sense of
urgency and tune into that ticking clock in the back of our minds. Because
there is a drop-dead time on everything we do in life. All our dreams and
visions come with expiration dates etched in invisible ink. Windows of
opportunity can and do close, so it is imperative that we do not waste time on
bullshit. None of us have any clue what’s coming for us or when our time
might run out, which is why I do my best to ignore anything that is
counterproductive. I’'m not suggesting we act like robots, but we need to
understand that forward motion gives our lives momentum. We need to
remember that sometimes chaos will descend and a clear highway can be
wiped out by a flash flood in the blink of an eye.

When that happens, a lot of motherfuckers look for a cozy place to
hunker down and hide out until the storm passes. “I’'m only human,” they
say. When holy hell rains down upon them and they feel drained and
powerless, they cannot conceive of a way to keep going. I understand that
impulse, but if I had succumbed to the “I’m only human” mentality, I never
would have dug myself out of the deep hole I was in at twenty-four years old.
Because the second you utter those words, the white towel is fluttering in the
air, and your mind stops looking for more fuel. I didn’t know for sure if I’d
ever find my way out of the darkness. I just knew that I could not throw in
the towel, and neither can you. Because there is no towel in our corner. There
is only water and a cut man. And if those are your only options, you have no
choice but to keep fighting until you overcome every last thing that once held
you the fuck back.

You have been preoccupied by bullshit for way too long. It’s time to switch your focus to the
things that will slingshot you forward. #DistractingInjuries #NeverFinished



CHAPTER TWO

MERRY FUCKING
CHRISTMAS

ON THE DAY AFTER CHRISTMAS 2018, KisH AND I HAD BREAKFAST WITH M
brother, Trunnis Jr., my mother, and my niece Alexis at the aptly name
Loveless Café in Nashville. It was the perfect place for a Goggins famil
breakfast, considering our history with the so-called happiest time of the year
Growing up, my friends made such a big deal about Christmas. They talke
about it and their wish lists for weeks ahead of time. They watched the sam
old Christmas movies and sang the same corny-ass songs. To me, it was jus
another day on the calendar, no different than the rest, because of how I cam
up.

In Buffalo, Christmas was a marketing opportunity for my father. Whils
most kids were playing with their new toys and slipping into fresh gear, wi
were scraping gum off the skating-rink floors, then polishing them anc
prepping the building for an all-night skate. Once we escaped to Indiana, m
mom was so shell-shocked that she couldn’t have cared less about an
holidays. Consumed with finding work, a place to live, and having a socia
life of her own, Christmas—and my experience of it—did not register on he
priority list.

It had been three years since I’d last seen and communicated with my
brother, in the days after his eldest daughter was killed. We’ve always had a1
awkward relationship because our perspectives on our childhood are s
different. When my dad was abusing us, my brother always attempted to be .
peacemaker, and that required him to make excuses for our father no matte
how vicious he was. He wanted everything to be kumbaya. When our da



came after our mother, Trunnis Jr. made it a point to escape to his room
while I made sure to watch. I saw things as they really were, and that mad:
me a fighter. Trunnis Jr. remembers things as he wished they had been. I’vi
never blamed him for it. We were all doing our best to survive somehow. M
mom couldn’t protect either of us. She was getting her ass beat just as badl
as we were. It was as if there were four different versions of the same realit
show streaming from the same house all at once. The dissonance wa:
impossible not to feel and absorb.

When I was nine years old, my brother chose to leave us and our new lif
in Indiana to live with our father, and we were never close after that
However, he will always be my only brother, so when I heard Kayla had beer
killed, I dropped everything to be with him. I will always care about him, anc
I admire him for surviving our fucked-up childhood to become an amazing
father and earn his PhD. Still, we share too much history and experienced i

vtoo differently for it to be anything but awkward when we get together. So
lwhen he told me what he had planned after breakfast, I wasn’t the least bi
ysurprised.

“We’re driving to Buffalo,” he said with a grin, “to show the kids arounc
land pay our respects to the old man.” I glanced at my mother, who would b
caccompanying him and his family on their trip down memory lane. Shi
tcouldn’t look me in the eye. Although she and I don’t always remembe
eevery little thing the same way either, we know we survived hell. Like an

good revisionist historian, Trunnis Jr. is still trying to convince himsel
2otherwise. Which is why Buffalo remains his favorite city. He makes the trij
eas often as possible, and whenever he does, he visits the grave of ou
Itormentor.
y  For survivors of trauma, denial is a tantalizing numbing agent. It allow
yyou to rewrite your past and sell yourself some fiction. In my brother’s tale
1Buffalo was a happy place, and our father was a pillar of the community
rWhen we were kids, he forgave our father quicker than a priest in
confessional, and as an adult, his selective memory gives his childhood
ybrighter sheen, which makes him feel less damaged. But whether he wants t
1acknowledge it or not, damage was done. If he had experienced things thi
bway my mom and I had, he wouldn’t subject her to a stroll through hi
apersonal fantasyland, as if Buffalo weren’t the torture chamber she’d had tc
rescape many years ago.
1 By 2018, I’d mastered my childhood demons. I was the puppeteer, and al



,the skeletons in my closet were on strings I controlled. My mother didn’
2deny what had happened to us either, but like my brother, she preferred tc
2avoid her pain. She hated discussing her experience with my father or evei
ythinking about it, and later, when she described that trip back to Buffalo witl
yTrunnis Jr., she said that she’d felt dazed. Everything looked unfamiliar
yEven the house on Paradise Road. She didn’t recognize a single building o
sstreet name. It was as if her memory had been wiped like a hard drive, anc
she was seeing it all—the house, Skateland, all of her old familiar haunts—
afor the first time.

Trauma will do that. It redacts places, names, and incidents if you don’

ndo the hard work to process the difficult shit. If, like my brother, you stash i
laway in the way back of your mind—deep enough that it becomes impossibl
3to reach—or, like my mom, try like hell to ignore it because it’s too much tc
tconfront, one day, it won’t just be the bad memories that are repressed. Entirt
,chunks of your life will have slipped through your fingers.
t My mother could have gone to Buffalo with a game plan. It should havt
been her victory lap. When we left, Trunnis told her that she’d become :
prostitute and I’d become a gangster. Instead, she became a Senior Associat
2Vice President at a medical college in Nashville making six figures. Trunni
eJr. is a college professor and family man. I’'m a Retired Navy SEAL who hac
rjust been honored by the VFW and was the author of a new book. But shi
ydidn’t go to Trunnis’ grave to tell him any of that. She floated above thi
fmoment in a bubble she’d built to survive another weekend in Buffalo, Nevw
yYork. Like most of us, she didn’t want to feel her pain, so she failed to fin
rthe power in it.

A lot of us are trapped in our own brains, shackled by long-gone demon:
swho might even be dead. We refuse to discuss or acknowledge wha
vhappened, so when we overcome it all, we fail to recognize it or even feel it
~My mom left Buffalo a shell of herself and became a successful, professiona
awoman, but she was still cowering before the demon that stole her soul. Sh
ashould have written Trunnis a letter telling him what he’d missed and whe
bhe’d unleashed. She should have read it out loud to him at his grave. Not st
ehe knew what she’d become, but so she knew it! She needed to take her sou
sback and introduce herself to herself!

)  Denial is self-protecting, but it’s also self-limiting. Accepting your ful
truth, including all your faults, imperfections, and missteps, allows you tc
levolve, expand your possibilities, seek redemption, and explore your trus



tpotential. And until you unpack your baggage, it will be impossible to knov
ywhat your potential really is. The whole truth can’t haunt you if it serves you.
1 Kish and I were scheduled to fly to Florida that night to celebrate .
1belated Christmas with her tight-knit family. Christmas had always been
~big deal to Kish, and though a cozy holiday house sounded soft as hell to me
rshe’s the greatest woman I’ve ever met. We’d become partners in life and i
lbusiness, and I wanted her to be happy. If that meant a trip to Normai
-Rockwell’s Florida Christmas, so be it. But there weren’t gonna be any
fucking matching pajama pictures, I promise you that!

t  We had several hours before the flight, and Kish spent them digging intc
tthe sales numbers for my first book, Can’t Hurt Me. It had been out for les
ethan a month and already sold more copies than I ever imagined possible
)After more than five years and multiple setbacks, the book I’d envisione
ewas finally out in the world, and it was a hit.

While some people may not be surprised by the book’s success, there art
acountless others who most definitely are. Prior iterations of the book proposa
ahad been passed on and turned down by numerous publishing houses tha
edidn’t see the value in my story. Case in point: in 2016, I presented a one
shundred-plus-page book proposal to Ed Victor. He was a legend in th
1literary world and was introduced to me by none other than Marcus Luttrell
ewho had worked with him on his bestselling book Lone Survivor. Ed als«
erepped rock stars, like Eric Clapton and Keith Richards, and some of th
vbiggest novelists in the game. He was once quoted as having grown up “..
1perceiving life as a long highway littered with green lights.” In a differen

article, he mentioned that the criteria he used to determine the publishin;
spotential of a given project boiled down to three questions. “Is the persoi
tfabulous? Is the work good? And is there a lot of money in it?” My bool
.proposal did not pass that particular evaluation. But I give him credit. Hq¢
ldidn’t sugarcoat the bad news in his rejection email.

e
- ~
)
, From: Ed Victor
| Date: June 27, 2016, 6:46:16 AM PDT
1 To: David
) Cc: Jennifer Kish
2 Subject: Your book




vV Dear David

I said T would get back to you on Monday, so here I am...but you are not going to like
what I have to say.

S S

...my assessment of its value—and its sales potential—are in no way aligned with yours.
I could be wrong—I certainly have been in the past!—but I don’t see this as a book that
will command a big advance and sell large amounts of copies...

When I told you I would be honest in my reaction to this project, you warned me that, if I
said No, I’d then see it high up on the NY Times Bestseller List and deeply regret my
decision. You may well be right, but because my assessment of the value and commercial
prospects of the book are so far below yours, I would not be the right agent for it. You
need someone with 101% enthusiasm who will go out and prove me hopelessly wrong
(not for the first time).

N e e T
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—_— .

All best
Ed

PS I will tell Marcus about my decision, since it was he who tried to bring us together.

— — (D
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It shouldn’t have surprised me that the guy who grew up with nothing bu
sgreen lights couldn’t relate to a life stifled by red lights, potholes, and stoj
Jsigns, but he was the industry expert and didn’t see my story as accessible
®That was a problem, and it was discouraging in the moment, but it didn’
-make me angry, and I never second-guessed my own value. I knew that m
tlife, my story, and my approach were non-traditional. Their cookie cutte
3didn’t work on me. I couldn’t be boxed and packaged to industry standards
1Roger that. When had I ever been the perfect fit for anything at all? Never
<But I still managed to find success.
> What Ed Victor saw as a disadvantage—the fact that I couldn’t be easil’
defined and sold—was actually my greatest asset. My approach, background
and accomplishments all proved one thing: I am the ultimate underdog
That’s been the truth my whole life, and if no one could see my potential, i
would be up to me to show them what they missed.

There are libraries packed with books on how to be happy and the powe
of positivity, but nobody prepares you for the dark ages, and the power of m
story was in my grind through tough times to become the one straight-face
motherfucker inspiring you to never be satisfied. Ed and all the other industr
experts I’d met weren’t interested in that because they didn’t get it. Tha



didn’t mean that the book wouldn’t sell. It just meant I had to double dow1
on what made me unique, maintain faith in myself and my vision, and worl
harder.

In 2017, 1 signed with a new literary agent and put together anothe
proposal that earned me a $300,000 advance from a major publishing house
That’s good money, but while I waited for the contract to come through,
became conflicted. Was I ready to sell my story to someone else? Did I wan
or even need an editor to help me tell it?

I was the only one who knew how much blood I’d shed and how many
times I’d been baptized in sweat to get me to this point. There were too man’
all-nighters and pre-dawn wake-up calls to count. I’d been knocked dowi
hundreds of times. I’d pushed my mind, body, and soul to the very edge. Lik
Andy Dufresne in Shawshank Redemption, I’d spent more than twenty year:
scraping away at the prison wall of my mind with a blunt hammer, and
needed the final say when it came to the edits and who made money off o
my story. After many days and nights of turning it over in my head, I realizec
the only way to ensure that was to publish the damn book myself.

Once I killed the deal, my agent cussed me out. He told me I was off hi:
tclient roster and that I would be lucky to sell ten thousand copies. Basically
»he said, “Merry Fucking Christmas, Goggins,” and cut me loose. He wasn’
. alone. Almost everybody I turned to for advice—people who knew how thi
tindustry worked and what it took to succeed—said I was a fool.

y  Sobeit.

r  You cannot be afraid to disappoint people. You have to live the life yot
~want to live. Sometimes, that means being the motherfucker who can put «
- middle finger up to everyone in the room and be totally comfortable witl
that.

Now, does that mean you won’t be nervous or that it will all g
,smoothly? Fuck no. When you’re on the ramp of a C-130 at twenty thousan
feet, it’s okay if your knees start to buckle because you know time is shor
tand freefall is imminent, but the second you leap from the aircraft, you mus

commit to the jump. If you don’t, you will flop around, dangerously out o
rcontrol, and fall too fast. You need to commit in order to focus on keeping :
ystable body position. And never look down. Focus on the horizon. That i
jyour perspective. That is your future.

Instead of receiving a big advance, I spent 90 percent of my life saving
t+—more than the advance I would have received—to put out a book of th



1same quality as anything the major publishers release, and I produced m
<own audiobook with an entirely new spin. It was risky, but trailblazers neve
take the smooth roads thousands of others have already traveled. They g
rcross-country and dig their own path forward. I’d been outside the box m»
.whole life. Id been smashing cookie cutters for damn near two decades, anc
Ithis was the biggest bet I’d ever made on myself.

t  “You’re on the New York Times Best Seller list,” Kish said. She looke«
up from her laptop and flashed a smile. She was proud, and I was too. No
ybecause I gave two shits about the New York Times Best Seller list, or evel
ythat it was selling at all, but because I knew the book was an honest reflectioi
10f my life and all I put into it. And, admittedly, after being told that making
eany best seller list was “absolutely not going to happen” and “impossible” fo
sa self-published book by a first-time author, it was satisfying to defy the odd
Ione more time.

f I was borderline illiterate in fifth grade. That night, I imagined sittin;
ldown with that eleven-year-old kid who struggled so much in class and wa:
so hungry for acceptance. If I told him that one day he would become :
sbestselling author, he’d have laughed in my face.

, I shook my head, chuckled to myself, and swallowed a handful o
tvitamins. Without warning, my heart began to race. I put two fingers to m
acarotid and checked my watch. My pulse shot from a steady fifty beats pe
minute to 150 beats per minute and back again without any set rhythm.

As an EMT and someone who had recovered from multiple hear
isurgeries, I knew right away that I was in atrial fibrillation, or AFib, which i
awhen the upper chambers of the heart, the atria, are out of rhythm with the
1lower chambers, the ventricles. I’d experienced a similar episode nine year:

earlier after my first heart surgery when one of the patches failed. Did anothe
ypatch fail, or was this something new?

1  Ididn’t tell Kish right away. She’d worked for months without a break tc
thelp turn Can’t Hurt Me into a hit, and she couldn’t wait to go home and b
twith her family. Instead, I tried to control my heart rate through vaga
fmaneuvers, like equalizing the pressure in my sinuses with the Valsalvi
atechnique and squeezing my knees into my chest, forcing a gag or a cough
sand massaging the carotid sinus. Those techniques had been proven to rese
the pressure in the body and click the heart back into rhythm. Deep breathin
scan help too, but nothing worked, and the longer it went on, the dizzier
2became and the graver the danger.



y  AFib can turn blood clots into embolisms that block blood vessels in thi
rbrain or heart, causing strokes and heart failure. People with sickle cell trait
blike me, are at a higher risk for blood clots. Hours passed. I pretendec
yeverything was cool while my pulse sketched a dire electrocardiogram in m»
dmind’s eye, but when Kish zipped her suitcase and turned to me, ready to rol
to Florida, she could see something was very wrong. We weren’t headed t
1the airport. We were going to the emergency room.

t  The day after Christmas is dead in most public places, but holiday seasor
1in the ER is always bumping. Maybe it’s the alcohol, the family strife, th
1loneliness, or a combination of all three. When I was fourteen years old, my
smother’s fiancé, Wilmoth, was shot and killed the day after Christmas, whicl
ris why whenever the calendar leans into late December, I think more abou
strauma than Santa.

The ER was packed when we walked through the sliding glass doors.
3slumped into one of the few spare seats in the waiting room, dizzy as hell
sMedics, doctors, and nurses blurred as they hustled between treatment areas
awheeling patients around the squeaky tiled floors on gurneys and in wobbl

old wheelchairs. The PA system crackled. Fluorescent lights buzze
foverhead. Kish sat beside me and filled out paperwork as I closed my eye:
yand took yet another deep breath.
r  Minutes later, or maybe it was hours, I did the same thing in front of
young doctor in a curtained-off treatment area. He wasn’t a cardiologist, anc
twhen I explained I'd had two heart surgeries, he took the news a bit toc
scasually. He listened to my heartbeat, tagged me up with sensors, anc
awatched my pulse scratch out a rhythm on his ECG monitor. Then, he tol
sme what I’d just told him.

r “You’rein AFib.”

“Roger that.” I shot him some side eye. Kish caught it.

>  “What can you do for him, doctor?” she asked.
e “We’re going to put you on a drip and see how you respond.”
1 A nurse came in and tapped my vein, and the meds seemed to work
aWithin minutes, my pulse relaxed and my dizziness eased, but when the do:
,strolled back in an hour later, he looked confused as he read the monitors.
t  “Well, your pulse has calmed down, but you’re still in AFib,” he said
“I’m going to call a cardiologist upstairs and see what we can do here.”

I didn’t need to hear what the cardiologist had to say to know my fate. I’«
studied AFib cases, and if breathing techniques, equalization, and meds don’

3
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esync the chambers, the next step is to shock the heart, to restart it like yot
,would a frozen computer. I’d seen videos of it, and I was terrified.

1 It’s funny, my two heart surgeries never scared me. I knew death was
yrisk with both of them, but my mortality didn’t register at all back then, and
lgreeted them with a shoulder shrug. That night in Nashville, I felt differently
sabout life and death.

Can’t Hurt Me had changed me, and my latest metamorphosis ran mucl
1deeper than commercial success and the public’s enthusiasm for my story
eWriting that book allowed me to process the hell I’d gone through one las
ytime, and publishing it myself gave me a clean slate. People had alway
1assumed a lot of things about me. Can’t Hurt Me finally allowed me to speal
tmy truth, and I felt vindicated. I could finally be at peace with my life and al

that I put into it and accomplished. Then, right on cue, my heart skipped lik
Ia scratched record and there I was, back in life’s crosshairs.
Merry Fucking Christmas, indeed!
,  While Kish called her parents and wiped away tears, I confronted a bitte
ypossibility. I believed my role on this earth was to suffer and overcome so
1could teach others how to do the same, but now that that period of my lifi
sappeared to be over, I had to wonder: was I suddenly expendable? My self
talk flip-flopped between feeling sorry for myself and being royally pissed
aMy anxiety was off the charts. I was not sneering at death like back in thy
1day. I was afraid. Desperate for more life.
> A technician arrived and shaved my chest. She put one electrode on m
1chest and another on my back. Then, the doctor strolled in and asked Kish t
dgrab a seat in the waiting room out front. He read the monitors, glanced ove
at me, and hit the switch. Two hundred joules flowed through me, anc
everything went blank. For a fraction of a second, I was suspended betweel
heartbeats. He hit me again, and I screamed like hell as I came to. Kish hear
me take the Lord’s name in vain all the way in the waiting room, something
never do. That’s how much it hurt. But it worked. I was synced.
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Trying to control the fear of being shocked

The doctor sent me home with a normal pulse, a battery of tests to b
scheduled to make sure there was nothing structurally wrong with my heart
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and a tweaked-out soul. This is how life works. One second, you are talking
about the New York Times Best Seller list, and the next, you run the risk o
not being able to live to see tomorrow. It literally happens that quickly.

This shit ain’t permanent. Life is the ultimate competitor. It takes no day:
off, and it won’t care if you’ve made some money or got a promotion a
work. All that means is you are good to go for a moment or two. No matte
how badass and successful you think you are, trust me, there is a sem
coming around a blind curve, ready to smack you in the fucking mouth wher
you are comfortable as all hell.

I knew that, but I also thought my heart issues were in the rearviev
mirror. Now, I could see how ridiculous that was. When you are always i1
the grind, you think there will come a time when the rough road, blitzed witl
potholes and littered with blown tires, will smooth out, but that is never th
case. In fact, if you go through life expecting that smooth road, you won’t b
prepared when a pothole opens up on freshly laid blacktop and rocks yot
sideways one warm and pleasant evening. That’s what Merry Fuckiny
Christmas is all about. It has nothing to do with the holiday. It’s about tht
surprise “gifts” life has wrapped up, just waiting for you to stumble into.

Which is another way of saying I lost something essential in tha
emergency room. As dawn broke on the drive home, I felt like Samsoi
running around bald in the hamster wheel of my mind. I didn’t know who
was anymore. Was I still a savage, or was I just another squawking head?

Some people might be put off by the term, but to me, calling someone
“savage” is the highest compliment. A savage is an individual who defie:
odds, who has a will that cannot be tamed, and who, when knocked down
will always get back up!

If the doctors told me that I had to stop running and working out hard i
the gym, I would cancel everything. I’d pull the plug on all future speaking
engagements and on my social media channels. I’ve always been a man o
action and service, and I know I would not be able to inspire people b
simply talking about the things I did in my past. I gave myself one rule befor
joining social media: if I can’t live it, I won’t speak it. Before I bedded dow1
that night, I decided that if my body wouldn’t cooperate anymore, Can’t Hur
Me would be my swan song, and I would disappear.
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EVOLUTION NO. 2

NEVER WASTE A FUCKING THING. IT WAS A LESSON I FIRST LEARNED IN Brazit
Indiana, when a classmate brought me a gift after school. I didn’t get a lot o
presents growing up, so when he handed me that one, I was a thirsty littl
motherfucker. I wanted to tear that bitch open and see what I got. The firs
loud rip got my grandfather’s attention. He poked his head into the room anc
surveyed the scene. “Calm down,” he said. Then, he handed me a pair o
scissors. “That’s good wrapping paper. We can reuse that.”

A lot of us grew up with grandparents seasoned by the Great Depression
who knew we were working with finite resources. Even those who made
nice living didn’t take comfort or plenty for granted, and I guess that rubbe«
off on me. To this day, I abhor waste. I eat all my leftovers, and when m
tube of toothpaste flattens out, I don’t just roll it up to squeeze out thi
remainder, I cut that bitch open and put it in a Ziploc baggie until I’ve use«
every last drop.

Everything must be utilized. Especially the energy in volatile, potentially
damaging emotions like fear and hate. You have to learn how to handle then
—how to mine them—and once you master that craft, any negative emotioi
or event that bubbles up in your brain or gets lobbed your way, like
grenade, can be used as fuel to make you better. But to get there, you mus
literally listen to yourself.

In 2009, I was training to ride in a three-thousand-mile cycling race calle
the Race Across America, better known as RAAM. I was still full-time in th
military, so I had to wake up extra early to fit in my fifty- to one hundred
mile rides before work. My weekend training rides stretched out over twt
hundred miles—sometimes I rode upwards of five hundred miles—often o1
the narrow shoulders of busy highways. I did all that because the RAAM™:
distance scared me. The monotony of being able to stay locked in on .
bicycle for days at a time without sleep freaked me the fuck out. The rac



burrowed so deep into my psyche that I wasn’t sleeping well. To demystify
the experience, I made a point of chronicling each ride on a handheld tapi
recorder. I described everything I saw and felt in granular detail.

It was mostly just me on a bike with cars, Harleys, and semis zoomin;
past. I smelled all the exhaust, felt the wind slap me upside the head, anc
tasted the grit of the open road. When I veered onto the blue roads, I wouldn’
see a single car for fifty miles, but that white line was ever-present. Whethe
the shoulder was wide, thin, or nonexistent, the white line was always there.

I listened to those tapes at night and visualized the white line a thousant

_times. I became entranced by the simplicity of it, which helped minimiz
feverything else about the race. And though I didn’t enter RAAM that yea
-because of emergency heart surgery, I knew I’d stumbled onto a system tc
tminimize my fears and build confidence that I’d use for years to come.

1
f

I T o . e _ M < = @ <

m P v o v



D

= = =l UW

m

o =

When I started speaking to Fortune 500 companies and professional ballclub
for a living, I had to be willing to reveal my fucked-up life story to successfu
people—including millionaires and billionaires who had heard it all. Thi



wasn’t some simple recruiting trip to a high school where students wer:
easily impressed, and all my anxiety around public speaking resurfaced. Onc
again, I broke out the tape recorder. I spoke my fears and my trauma—whicl
not that many people knew about—into that microphone and discovered
strange, unexpected alchemy. My fear and trauma were transformed intc
energy and confidence.

Many people write out their darkest moments in a journal or diary ant
hope to gain some leverage on whatever it is they survived or are struggling
to overcome. I’ve kept a journal for years, but there are levels to this shit, anc
a written archive is the entry level. Audio recordings are more interactive anc
accessible and have a more profound effect on the mind.

If you were bullied, abused, or sexually assaulted and are willing to speal
the unfiltered truth into the microphone and listen to it over and over, after «
period of time, it will become just another story. A powerful story, for sure
but the poison will be neutralized, and the power will be yours.

This is not a task to take lightly. If you’ve survived acute trauma, yor
don’t want to think about what you were doing on the day it happened, wha
you heard and how you felt, or how your life capsized afterward. Do i
anyway. The more color and context you can add to the track, the sooner you
will walk the streets with your headphones on and your head held high. Whei
people see you coming, they might think you’re listening to an Eminem jam
But no, it’s your deepest trauma, the scene of your supposed destruction, o1
repeat. With each subsequent listen, you will claim more and more power an
gain enough transformational energy to change your life.

Most people don’t even want to think about their darkest shit, much les
talk about it. They refuse to speculate in the harsh wilderness of their pas
because they are afraid of exposure. Believe me, there’s gold in them ther
hills. I know because I was the Black dude in the cowboy hat, hip deep in th
icy stream panning for nuggets. And if you find the courage to paint the
picture of your worst nightmare in the spoken word, then listen to it until i
soaks in and saturates your mind, until you can hear it without any emotiona
reaction or spillover, it will no longer make you cower or cry. It will mak
you strong. Strong enough to walk out on stage and tell the whole world wha
they did to you, and how it didn’t break you. It made you powerful.

s  Recording yourself isn’t just a reliable tool for neutralizing trauma. It car
1change the dynamic of almost any situation or mood. If you use it properly, i
scan also keep you honest. One day a couple of years ago, not long afte



eramping up my training from ten miles of running per day to twenty or more
el felt drained and sore, too tired to run, and kept telling myself that I needed :
1day off. As I relaxed on the couch, I tuned into my self-talk. Then, I grabbec
amy recorder and whined into the microphone. I wanted to hear how i
ysounded out loud. I was real with myself. I cataloged my recent runs anc
nagging injuries and described how I thought a day off might help me. I mad
da solid case for a much-needed rest day, but when I played it back, the jury o
sone was unconvinced. Because my inner bitch was suddenly the empero
1with no clothes. Buck naked in the light of day, he was impossible to ignor
land even harder to stomach. I was off the couch and out on the road in .
matter of seconds.
< Many people wake up with dread or doubt day after day. They dread thei
aworkouts, their class load, or their job. Maybe they have a test or presentatioi
that makes them nervous, or they know that the day’s workout will hurt
While they linger in bed, they tune into their soft, forgiving self-talk, whicl
1doesn’t make it any easier to get up and moving. Most people rise yj
teventually, but they remain in a daze for hours because they aren’t fully
tengaged with their lives. Their self-talk has made them numb to the moment
1and they sleepwalk through half the day before they finally perk the fuck up.
1 The way we speak to ourselves in moments of doubt is crucial, whethe
.or not the stakes are high. Because our words become actions, and our action
1build habits that can coat our minds and bodies with the plaque o
dambivalence, hesitancy, and passivity and separate us from our own lives. I
any of this sounds familiar, grab your phone and record your inner dialogu
sas soon as you wake up. Don’t hold back. Spill all your dread, laziness, anc
tstress into the mic. Now listen to it. Nine times out of ten, you won’t like
awhat you hear. It will make you cringe. You wouldn’t want your girlfriend o
aboyfriend, your boss, or your kids to hear your unfiltered weakness. But yot
ashould.
t  Because then you can repurpose it. You can use it to remind yourself tha
Ichanges must be made. Listening might inspire you to commit to your life i
2a deeper way, to be your best at work, at school, or in the gym. It car
tchallenge you to rewrite the narrative so that when you bed down, you won’
feel like you wasted another valuable day.
1 Do it again the next morning, but this time, once you get through listening
tto all your whining about the shit you don’t want to do, sit up in bed and la
rdown a second take. Pretend you’re motivating a friend or loved one who i



going through challenges. Be respectful of the issues they face, but b
apositive, forceful, and realistic too. This is a skill that demands repetition, an
1if you do it regularly, you’ll find that it won’t take long for your self-talk t
tflip from doubt and dread to optimism and empowerment. The conditions o
lyour life might not change a whole lot at first, but your words will make surt
ethat your approach does change, and that will eventually enable you to shif
feverything. But you must speak the truth and be willing to listen to it. Don’
rbe afraid of your weakness or doubt. Don’t be embarrassed and pretend i
adoesn’t exist. It surfaced for a reason, so use it to flip the dynamic of you
alife.

Lately, I’ve used this technique with the hate that comes at me online
rMost people in my position don’t read negative comments or emails. The?
1have someone else screen and then erase them. I see hate as just another fue
.source. I see the beauty and power in it, and I never let it go to waste. Whei
1the negative comments come in, and they always do, I capture them in .
yscreenshot and speak them into my microphone. In 2021, I posted an imagi
yof my swollen left knee, which inspired a flood of negative comments. Som
,claimed to have seen my breakdown coming and counted it as a personal win

Others simply liked seeing me in pain.

r  “I’m tired of hearing you run your fucking mouth,” one of them wrote.

s “I hope I never see your Black ass run again,” wrote another.

f  They were trying to salt my wounds. They wanted me to feel the sting
fwhich I did, and hoped it would bring me down even further. It didn’t.
eloved those comments. I loved them so much I made a mixtape. I printec
1them all out, recorded myself saying each one, and then I looped that bitch
>Whenever | have a bad day, I listen to it. Sometimes, I walk around the hous:
rsavoring it in full stereo.

1 Most people only mine the positive shit. They want everything an
everyone to be nice and hunky-dory. They get filled up on sweetness ant
trecoil from the dark, bitter pill of hate. But there’s not nearly as much fuel i1
nass-kissing, atta’ boys, and accolades as there is in hate. Luckily, the world i
1filled with jealous, insecure haters. If you don’t get negative comments 01
tsocial media, find your fuel in the thoughtless comment of a friend or the
doubt of a teacher or coach. I’m sure it stings when you feel slighted
sunderestimated, criticized, or excluded. Just know that the heat you feel i
yfree energy waiting to be burned. Don’t crawl up in a corner worried abou
sthe people who disrespect you. Repackage what you’re hearing and feelin



auntil it works for you!
1 That is a winner’s mentality. Winners in life see everything the
sexperience and everything they hear, see, and feel as pure energy. They traii
ftheir minds to find it. They drop into the gnarly crevices to mine goldel
anuggets of trauma, doubt, and hate. They do not live disposable, single-us:
tlives. They discard nothing and refurbish everything. They find strength i1
tthe bullying and heartbreak, in their defeats and failures. They harvest it fron
tthe people who hate them personally and from the online trolls too.
r  Some people go to sleep with a meditation app. Others open the window:
to the night sounds or stream white noise, whale songs, or the lullaby of the
.sea lapping some lonely shore. When I bed down at night, I listen to my
yhaters. And it’s obvious those punk-ass bitches don’t have the slightest ide:
Iwho they are dealing with.
1 I’m the person who turns their every negative word into my positivi
aprogress. I take what they serve me, roll it up in that wrapping paper I savec
away back when, and shove it right up their fucking asses in the form o
sanother work-out, another long run, and another year of leveling the fuck up
.Honestly, I should thank them. They make me stronger and more determinet
to achieve my goals. Which only makes them hate me even more.

It’s time to make your own mixtape. #TapeRecordY ourself #NeverFinished
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until it works for you!

That is a winner’s mentality. Winners in life see everything they
experience and everything they hear, see, and feel as pure energy. They train
their minds to find it. They drop into the gnarly crevices to mine golden
nuggets of trauma, doubt, and hate. They do not live disposable, single-use
lives. They discard nothing and refurbish everything. They find strength in
the bullying and heartbreak, in their defeats and failures. They harvest it from
the people who hate them personally and from the online trolls too.

Some people go to sleep with a meditation app. Others open the windows
to the night sounds or stream white noise, whale songs, or the lullaby of the
sea lapping some lonely shore. When I bed down at night, I listen to my
haters. And it’s obvious those punk-ass bitches don’t have the slightest idea
who they are dealing with.

I’m the person who turns their every negative word into my positive
progress. I take what they serve me, roll it up in that wrapping paper I saved
way back when, and shove it right up their fucking asses in the form of
another work-out, another long run, and another year of leveling the fuck up.
Honestly, I should thank them. They make me stronger and more determined
to achieve my goals. Which only makes them hate me even more.

It’s time to make your own mixtape. #TapeRecordY ourself #NeverFinished



CHAPTER THREE

THE MENTAL LAB

FIvE WEEKS AFTER CHRISTMAS, IT HAD BECOME OBVIOUS THAT MY WHOLE LIFE HAI
changed. The unexpected attention and notoriety that came with and followe
the release of Can’t Hurt Me was as humbling as it was disorienting. Afte
decades of grinding in the shadows outside the public eye, I was now spotlit.

I’d always felt most at home in the margins. During my military career
I’d go on my longest runs and rucks before anyone else woke up. Whil
others were relaxing or partying after a hard day or week of work, I stayed i1
to study my dive tables, pack and repack my parachute, or run and grind i1
the gym deep into the night. Everything I did on my own time was for m
own personal fulfillment and growth. I damn sure didn’t do it for attention
Yet, I was often misunderstood.

I was carrying a boulder as big as the world on my back, just trying to ge
to the other side of the darkness that was chasing me down. I was terrifiec
that if I stopped getting better, if I gave myself a break from any of it, all m»
insecurities and innate laziness would get the drop on me again. Anytime
felt physically exhausted or mentally zapped, I pictured that twenty-four
year-old fat ass glaring at me with a big smile on his face. A smile that said
“I’m still here, bitch. I am who you really are, and I’m not going anywhere.”

I looked at each day as an opportunity to mine the negativity that ha
colonized my brain and became fascinated by the power of the mind and hov
it can work for us and against us. Often, it falls prey to the merry-go-round o
emotions and situational conditions that cause confusion and sap us of focus
force, and fortitude, all of which have a natural tendency to ebb and flow liki
the tide. My early years made me very aware of this inherent fragility we al
have, but later on, I learned how to harness and channel all my menta



horsepower to accomplish things I never thought possible for myself. And
did it by building what I now refer to as my Mental Lab.

Construction began after my last trip to Buffalo. That’s when I finall
stopped complaining long enough to realize the training ground that I neede«
was all around me. My fucked-up life was the raw material I was looking for
and if I paid close attention to my impulses, insecurities, and actions, droppec
the shame, and remained willing to dissect my self-doubt, anxiety, and fear,
would find the strength and motivation to transform my life.

Soon enough, I found myself hitting the books hard to prepare for th
ASVAB test and spending six to eight hours in the gym or on the trails ever
day to qualify for Navy SEAL training. And it didn’t take long to realize that
like life itself, difficult workouts and long study sessions tended to spotligh

Jall my weak points. My desire to continue to eat like shit, my natural impuls:
lto cut corners in almost everything I did, my general lack of drive, and my
rflagging attention during those marathon ASVAB study sessions revealed my
willingness to settle for mediocrity. But what came up for me most often wa:
,my failure in Pararescue training. It was my constant companion during thos:
2weeks. It shadowed me wherever I went.
1 I’d arrived at Air Force boot camp in the best shape of my life, and by the
1itime Pararescue training began eight weeks later, I was in peak physica
ycondition. I’d read the warning order front to back and prepared for each anc
.every timed physical evolution, assuming my strength and speed would b
enough. But I lacked the mental strength to see it through, and after
tterrifying pool evolution, my fear of the water held me hostage until I quit
1The more I dissected that situation, the more I realized how much I neede
ythis new Mental Lab.
I Being that I was damn near three hundred pounds and had to lose mort
-than one hundred in less than three months, I knew it wasn’t possible tc
sreport to Naval Special Warfare Command in Coronado in the best physica
“shape of my life. But that wasn’t necessary. My root problems were not an
Inever had been physical. They were all mental.
v In my Lab, each physical workout became a test of my mental fortitude.
fstopped caring about how my body looked. You don’t need six-pack ab
»when your mind is steel-plated. From that point on, each run, every hour o1
ethe pull-up bar, and all my late-night study sessions became experiment:
lconducted to see how long my mind would hold out when I continued tc
lapply more and more pressure. I was creating a motherfucker that wa



Imentally prepared to do anything it took to become a SEAL. Even if it mean
experiencing three Hell Weeks and running on broken legs.
y  Those same experiments continued for the next twenty years, and througl
dall my countless trials, tumbles, and failures, I cultivated an alter-ego—
,savage who refused to quit under almost any circumstance. Someone capabl
lof overcoming any and all obstacles. I felt compelled to share what I learnes
lin the lab because I knew it could help people, and what started as a slov
reveal of my inner drive on social media swelled to a deep confession i
eCan’t Hurt Me. Anybody who tuned in or turned the page knew exactl
ywhere I came from and what drives me. But one thing I never shared was tha
,there were two sides to my psyche and soul.
t If you don’t feel like you’re good enough, if your life lacks meaning anc
atime feels like it’s slipping through your fingers, there is only one option
yRecreate yourself in your own Mental Lab. Somewhere you can be alont
ywith your thoughts and wrestle with the substance of what and who you wan
sto be in your one short life on earth. If it feels right, create an alter ego t
eaccess some of that dark matter in your own mind. That’s what I did. In m
mind, David Goggins wasn’t the savage motherfucker who accomplished al
athe hard shit. It was Goggins who did that.
1  David was the kid born with one eye closed and raised scared anc
1shackled. There is nothing inherently special about me. I just stoppec
efocusing on what was holding me back and learned to use rejection, pain, anc
afailure as tools to harness every available bit of dark matter in my mind—al
~my unused strength, passion, and desire. It was rarely fun. I suffered way
Imore than I smiled, but it helped me create my alter ego. Goggins wa:
powered by the dark side of my soul that refused to be denied, and he had on
2goal: to become the hardest motherfucker to ever live!
>  We all have a Mental Lab at our disposal, but most people don’t evel
lknow that they have access to a place where they can transform themselves
1Therefore, they remain locked out. By the time they hit mid-life, the doors art
wrapped with a rusty chain and deadbolted. The equipment inside is dust
Iand broken. Weeds are sprouting from the foundation and the roof.
s  For two decades, the doors to my Lab were locked too—because I’(
1locked myself inside! But after my heart scare, I realized that, without evel
sknowing it, at some point, I’d sleepwalked out of my Mental Lab, and th:
ydoors had shut and locked behind me.
s  Then, on February 6, I received an email that twisted the knife. It camu



tfrom Bob Babbitt, the man who introduced me to Greg Welch, one of th
greatest triathletes ever, at the Ironman World Championship in 2008. Welcl
1had undergone thirteen heart surgeries starting in his mid-thirties, whicl
aforced him into an early retirement. In my panicked state, I was sure this wa:
esome kind of bad omen, but Babbitt wrote to me with a simple question. Hi
dwanted to know if I’d consider running the Leadville Trail 100 later tha
vsummer to raise money for his charity, the Challenged Athletes Foundatio:
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Being interviewed by the great Greg Welch at Kona Ironman 2008

ySince 1994, the CAF has raised $134 million and funded thirty-five thousan
athletes with physical challenges to get the coaching and support they need. I

jis a worthy cause to say the least, but it had been five years since my las

1100-miler, when I DNF’d (did not finish) at Badwater, so I didn’t reply righ
saway. Instead, I stepped to the bathroom mirror and stared myself down. I
wasn’t Goggins staring back. It was David, and he was timid as fuck.

» I wondered if I would even be able to physically complete the race, le



ealone compete at the high level I had in so many ultra races during my prime
1Those thoughts were painful because they told me that, although more than .
amonth had passed since my trip to the ER, I was still a shell of my former sel
sand felt fragile as hell. I hadn’t been cleared to train hard because the doctor
astill didn’t know what was wrong with me, and as they put my heart througl
ttest after test, I remained low on motivation. After decades of hard charging,
awas stuck in neutral, nowhere close to the mental beast I’d once been.

When your entire life has been riddled with setbacks, landmines, and traj
doors, some days, it’s damn near impossible to find the motivation to keej
getting after it. It’s just too exhausting, and in that moment, I had no ide:
how much I had left in the tank. I searched my own eyes for an answer, :
commitment, the last glowing embers of confidence from what used to be :
raging inner fire.

If Badwater is the best-known ultra race on earth, the Leadville Trail 10(
Run is a close second. The race begins and ends outside the old Rocky
Mountain mining town of Leadville, Colorado, which is set at just over tel
thousand feet above sea level and is rougher around the edges than the flash
ski resort and hippie towns nearby. The course is an out-and-back grind, witl
several major climbs combining for a total of over fifteen thousand vertica
feet of elevation gain. I’d run Leadville once before, and I knew that fewe
than half of all entrants are able to finish the race under the thirty-hour tim
limit. And those were runners without unidentified heart problems and sickl
cell trait (which makes carriers more prone to altitude sickness). And whel
you live at sea level, training for a race at altitude is that much more difficult
Plus, with my speaking calendar packed to the limit, I knew I had months o
travel and nothing but garbage training ahead of me. I’d be forced to run i1
strange cities down avenues with tons of stoplights and packed sidewalks o
in residential areas I barely knew on roads peppered with four-way stops. Fo
Leadville, ideal training isn’t just optimal, it is required if you expect to pul
off an acceptable personal performance.

1 Oh, I had plenty of convenient excuses to tap out. My hesitation wa
ttelling. My weak-ass internal dialogue was trying to talk me out of a race
thadn’t even fully considered. This is what the average mind does. Thu
treasons to say no to something that we know will require our maximun
tdedication and promises no guarantee of success will bubble up two at a timi
until we give up before we even get started. That’s when I knew I had alread
Tgone soft.



Sometimes, the biggest decisions in your life—the ones that will set you
atrajectory for weeks, months, years, or even decades to come—sneak up o1
fyou. I had so many valid reasons to turn Babbitt down flat, but I couldn’t
sMostly because I could barely look at myself in the mirror and could no
1stand my weak-ass tone.

I  Sure, I was busy, but I could make time to train. During my peak years i1
ultra racing, I had an event almost every weekend and still worked full-time
bBack then, I had bolted the doors of my Mental Lab and lived there day anc
ynight. I signed up for 100-mile runs like they were forty-five-minute spin o
aHIIT classes. I put a range of obstacles in front of me just to gain th
aexperience. As far as my health went, my heart hadn’t given me any issues a
aall for ten years straight. I could use my Christmas trip to the ER as a crutcl
if I wanted to, but that’s exactly what it was, and the fact that I was stil
Jleaning on that crutch told me there was something subversive at work in m
ypsyche and soul.
1 “Is this what the fuck you’ve turned into?” I asked as I mad-dogged th:
yman in the mirror. This wasn’t the filthy, tarnished mirror of my youth. Thi
10ne gleamed like crystal. “Some guy that wakes up to bacon and eggs
lwatches sports, delivers keynote presentations, and poses for pictures
rYou’re not a savage. Not anymore. So, what the fuck are you?”
e Professional fighters don’t train for their biggest bouts at home. The
ehead into the mountains or the woods, somewhere they can focus in relativi
risolation and without all the luxury. They don’t bring their families. The
.bring their trainers, and every move they make is about rediscovering thei
fprimal nature and that hunger that made them hard and turned them intc
1champions.
r  Back in my military days, I was a fighter who never broke camp. I staye«
rprimal. What made me hard were the horrible tasks I stepped to and knockec
loff one at a time without hesitation. My daily goal was to wake up befort
anyone else. Sometimes, that meant 0500, sometimes 0400, and occasionally
sI woke up at 0300 because I needed the first footprints in the fucking sand o
Ion the trail to be my own. If for some strange reason they weren’t, I mad
asure that while that other motherfucker was sleeping at night, I was back ou
1there grinding for two or three more hours. I was the unconditiona
ecompetitor, a full-time savage. Then, things got comfortable, and I slippec
yinto a new frame of mind.
All the effort I’d put into conquering my negative mind had changed me



rMy demons and insecurities, which had been my primary energy sources fo
aitwo decades, no longer owned the same real estate in my brain. I hac
.managed to finally put each of them in their rightful place, and in tha
tvacuum, a new sense of self emerged. To write my book, I’d developed th:
mindset of an artist, and the book’s great success was the one minefield
1hadn’t anticipated. While money doesn’t always make you happy, it dami
sure can make you feel satisfied. And satisfaction is a hop-step fron
lcomplacency.
r  Oh, I looked the part. I was ripped, and if you tried to run with me, you’«
ecome away thinking that I still had it. But even though I worked out twice
tday, I was a part-time savage at best, a glorified Weekend Warrior. Weeken
aWarriors do hard things when they fit into their busy schedules. They dc
Ithem to check a box and only when they want to. Then, they dial it back afte
ya couple of long, hard days. When you are a full-time savage, it’s a lifestyle
There is no “want to.” There is only “must do.” If I were still a true savage
astill striving to be the hardest motherfucker to ever live, Babbitt’s emai
swouldn’t have inspired some weak-ass, should-I-or-shouldn’t-I inner debate
,1t would have lit a fuse.
?  While growth is important, you cannot lose the core of who you are. You
core is your stability. It’s what dictates how you move through the world
yPhysically, when your core muscles are weak, you are literally a pushover
ePsychologically, when your core values come into question, it’s easy to lost
yyourself, and I could not afford to lose touch with the hard work it took tc
rbuild this new life. But my Cookie Jar was stuffed with moldy-ass cookies—
ystale victories from a different time that I couldn’t relate to anymore. My
Cookie Jar had always been an energy source, stocked with accomplishment:
1that I could use to remind myself what I had overcome and was capable of.
lknew I had to toss them all out and start fresh, but something inside me wa:
estill reluctant to reenter the crucible.
,  Mental toughness and resilience fade if they aren’t used consistently.
rsay it all the time: you are either getting better, or you’re getting worse
2You’re not staying the same. And I’d failed to heed my own words. I wasn’
ttraining to gain any longer. I had become a maintenance man, and while it’
lcertainly possible to maintain muscle tone and a certain level o
lcardiovascular fitness, you cannot maintain the savage mind.
If you stop grabbing iron with your bare hands, they will lose thei

.callouses. Your mind works the same way. You have to fight to keep tha



rmindset of getting up every day to get after it because it wants to go away
1Surgery, sickness, busy work schedules, and family commitments are al
tgreat excuses to take a rest today, which makes it that much easier to res
eagain tomorrow, and that’s a slippery slope! The way I live and the things
Ido have always been about the mind. Long before the body goes soft, thi
1mind will have softened. Fortunately, I wasn’t that far gone, but my mind hac
1softened a bit because I hadn’t been challenged to the edge of my capabilitie
in years.
1 As much as I wanted to turn Babbitt down flat, I couldn’t get Leadvills
aout of my mind for days, and those days turned into weeks. The man’s casua
lproposition had become my haunting, and the more I thought about m
yquestionable heart, other lingering health issues, and my busy schedule, thi
rless any of those variables seemed to matter. I had dealt with worse training
.less sleep, and more travel in the military than I faced now. When I trainec
,for Badwater the first time, my feet and ankles were so fucked I couldn’
leven run for the first four weeks of training. I had to work out on the elliptica
.or with a rowing machine, and I never even considered letting injuries stoj
me. As winter turned to spring, I knew it was time to find my primal naturi
ragain, but I still didn’t commit to Leadville.

For eight weeks, I lived in self-imposed purgatory. Depending on the
~minute, hour, or day, I told myself I was in and then enumerated all the valic
areasons why it was best not to enter the race. Then, in April, after m
ccardiologist cleared me to train harder, I dipped my toe into the Leadvill
-waters like the part-time savage I’d become. I didn’t commit to Bob, but I dic
ybump up my training...to a point. Instead of putting together a series of 100
smile weeks, I was content to clock in with fifties, but on those runs, my focu
Iwas way the fuck off. I hardly remembered anything I felt or saw out on thy
sroad.

This was unusual because unlike most people, I can’t check out mentall’
Iwhen I run, and I don’t use those miles to think about my to-do list. I have t
.stay locked in because I’m not a naturally gifted runner. The reason I can rui
tat a relatively quick clip for a long time is due to my training volume but als«
sbecause when I run, I focus on my stride, remain conscious of where and hov
fmy feet strike the ground and on my head and shoulder position. I visualiz:

myself running with a tray of full water glasses on my head. I don’t want an
rsway or bounce at all. I remain still yet relaxed and let my core and legs carr
tme forward.



Obviously, that amount of focus is tough to maintain for hours at a time
IWhen I’m running well, I catalog every wrinkle in my form, each faulty foo
tstrike. I can recall exactly where and when they happened and review then
[all in my mind’s eye afterward. Because I don’t run to burn calories o
emaintain cardiovascular fitness. To me, it’s about achieving mental anc
Iphysical greatness. The fact that I’d lost touch with that told me that I’¢
sbecome just another runner, and I’d never been satisfied being just anothe

anything.
2 If I wanted to crush Leadville and find myself again, I needed to deman
Imore from myself on a daily basis. I had to sharpen my focus. I told Kish tha
yI didn’t want her to book any more speaking engagements. I have never beei
aabout the business aspect of this shit anyway, and while I appreciated all th
,respect and support from the people and organizations I engaged with, I knev
lit was having a corrosive effect on my mindset.
t  The ego is an amazing force. The more I heard about my own success, th
Imore tempting it became to coast, as if I’d finally arrived. Even though
bknow that the journey never ends and that there is always more work to do
awhen life stops kicking you in the teeth and serves you a big bowl of prais:
pudding instead, it’s easy to feel that you are the motherfucking man
sEspecially if that level of respect was hard-earned. But praise—whether i
lcomes from your supervisors, your family, or anyone else—has a downside
yIt can soothe the inner savage and keep you from feeling the need to grind.
e My ego check had to include a moratorium on all things soft. I needed tc
lbreak back into the Mental Lab and find the motherfucker I used to be.
-stopped taking most calls and texts. I tuned out and turned within. Which i
sanother way of saying I put together a grueling ten-week, 1,200-mile traininy
aplan. Most people will tell you that 100-mile weeks are overkill becaus:
running that much for almost three months straight won’t allow your body tc
yrecover properly. While ten miles a day had always been my sweet spot,
onow had to tell my mind and body that I was no longer fucking around.
1needed that triple-digit mileage. I needed to land in Leadville knowing that
put the proper training in.
v On June 4, I emailed Babbitt and told him that if there was still space,
awas willing to “race across the sky” for CAF. Part-time savage that I was,
yemailed him three days after his deadline. Proof that Goggins was still MIA
yand David was the one making all the moves. But Babbitt managed to get mu
in, and a week later, Kish and I landed in Avalon, New Jersey, for severa



.weeks of training.

t  Avalon is on a pancake-flat, seven-mile-long island dotted with sprawling
1modern homes where Kish’s family spends their summers on the sand. It’s
rpretty place filled with smiling families enjoying their summer vacations. Thi
lwater is warm, the white-sand beaches are packed, and groups tend to gathe
1on the bay to watch sunset each evening, soft serve ice cream cones in hand
rOr so I’m told. I wouldn’t know. I spent my time out on the road.

I ran fifteen to twenty-five miles every day in the muggy East Coas
dsummer heat. Training at altitude wasn’t an option, so peak heat an
thumidity at sea level would have to do. Most days, I crisscrossed the islanc
1multiple times to get my miles in. I never checked the weather before I lef
ethe house, and at first, I carried a single water bottle with me but quickl
vlearned that wasn’t nearly enough. After an hour, that bottle would be empty

and I had to finish the run dry.

e I experimented with my hydration the best I could. I tried carrying twe
Ibottles. I staged the course by dropping bottles in the bushes, but by
,Independence Day, when the heat cranked up above ninety degrees and th
shumidity index rose above 85 percent, those bottles were heating up so mucl
.they were worthless. I went back to carrying just the one bottle. After

tdrained it, my hydration plan was the same one I used on long runs in the
.tropics back in my military days. Whenever I got thirsty, I licked m

motherfucking lips.

>  Humidity and hydration weren’t my only problems in Avalon. There wert
Ipests. I ran through clouds of ravenous mosquitoes, and down by the water,

sdealt with the island’s notorious greenheads—biting flies that wouldn’t leav:
sme the fuck alone. Oh, and don’t let me forget the motherfucking attacl
abirds. It was just my luck that red-winged blackbirds nest in Avalon ever
ysummer, usually on the quiet inland roads I preferred. Whenever I cam
Iwithin a quarter mile of any nest, a bird flew at me and tried to bury its talon:
linto my scalp. They circled, squawked, and dove until I was out of thei
Iterritory. Of course, there were miles of nests and dozens of angry birds
After a few days, I learned to take off my shirt well ahead of time so I coulc
Iswing it at those feathered fuckers to keep the dive bombers at bay. Yessir
Iwe were a sight to behold.

,  The weeks progressed, and the conditions deteriorated. And that’s when

ebegan to enjoy myself. Some days, I left the house without breakfast and afte
Ibarely eating dinner the night before. I wanted to run my daily twenty bonke



because I knew a moment like that was bound to come in the Rock
3sMountains. I needed to train the body to churn out miles even after the fue
atank was drained and send a message to myself that I was capable of findiny
aenergy where there was none.

r One afternoon, I hit a wall at mile fifteen. My pace plummeted fron
.seven minutes per mile to the mid-nines. I was out of water, of course. But a
miserable as it was, I found myself enjoying being dizzy, dehydrated, an
tcalorie-starved. I relished the suffering because it let me know that I still ha
it in me to push myself that hard, and I scorched the final mile in sevei
Iminutes flat.

t  One of the hottest days of the year was in mid-July, when the mercur
yclimbed above one hundred degrees and the humidity was over 80 percent
, The heat index was off the charts, and the air quality was shit too. The county
issued a warning advising residents to remain indoors. In Gogglish, tha
>meant it was the perfect day for a twenty-two-mile run.

y  Avalon is always bumping during the month of July, when the bike lan
eis heavily trafficked and the pancake houses and bakeries have long lines o
1eager customers. That day, the streets were silent. For ten miles, I didn’t se
Ianybody at all. In the eleventh mile, a car crept past me ever so slowly, and
acould tell the driver recognized me. Sure enough, he flipped a U-turn anc
ycame rolling right up beside me.

“David Goggins! Man, I knew that was you!” I glanced over at him. Hi
alooked reasonably fit and athletic. He was also baffled, and maybe even
Ilittle concerned, as he watched me pound the pavement. “Dude, why are yot
eeven out here on a day like this?” I shrugged and shook my head.
< “Because you’re not.”

y I didn’t think much of my flippant comment at first. But as I ran ahead,
esavored it. I’d picked the worst day of the summer for my longest run of ths
sweek. Why? Because nobody else would even consider doing something lik:
rthat, and that gave me a chance to prove myself to be uncommon amongst thi
.uncommon once again. [ wasn’t exactly the hard-ass from SEAL training, bu
11 was closer than I’d been in years.
,  Iran on in a state of mind that I hadn’t experienced since Strolling Jim, :
Tennessee road race I won in 2016. I’d attacked that course with calm focu
Iand ran those 41.2 miles like it was a marathon, at a 7:07 per mile pace.
rtracked down the race leader with eight miles to go, then held on to finish i
lunder five hours and win by three minutes. In the brutal heat of Avalon,



ydiscovered that same state of mind and body and realized that the man
Ithought I'd buried with too much comfort and success was still inside me
gwaiting to be unleashed.
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IThe world needs doctors, lawyers, and teachers, but we also need savages tc
_prove that we are all capable of so much more. After ten weeks of hard
“charging and eight weeks of heat training, I was well on my way t
rediscovering something I thought I’d lost.
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discovered that same state of mind and body and realized that the man I
thought I’d buried with too much comfort and success was still inside me,
waiting to be unleashed.

On the comeback at ‘S.tr(;ﬁing': Jim...or so [ thought

The world needs doctors, lawyers, and teachers, but we also need savages to
prove that we are all capable of so much more. After ten weeks of hard-
charging and eight weeks of heat training, I was well on my way to
rediscovering something I thought I’d lost.



EVOLUTION NO. 3

MANY DREAMS DIE WHILE SUFFERING. THINK ABOUT IT. WE CONJURE OUR BIGGES
dreams, our most audacious goals, when we feel safe and warm. Even i
you’re struggling financially, emotionally, spiritually, or physically, you
grand plan to defy the odds probably came to you in a moment of comfort
when you had time to evaluate where you are and how you got there. There i
no space for big-picture thinking when you’re in the heat of battle. When al
is calm, even temporarily, damn near anything can feel possible. So that’
when you dream it up and map it all out.

Then you begin and unforeseen challenges knock you the fuck back
Whenever you’re engaged in an intense struggle, the result of which wil
have a major impact on your life going forward, you will be challenged t
your utmost—and these moments of truth within a larger quest can demant
so much from you that you are bound to feel overmatched at times. Whei
that happens, many people panic because they come to believe that they ar
imposters and their dream was actually a fantasy. In a blink, they go fron
being driven and focused to becoming convinced that they had no busines:
even trying. So they quit. Right then. Right there. While teetering on thu
edge, they fail to grasp that there is something they can do to jam tha
quitter’s spiral carrying them right down the drain.

They can make the One-Second Decision to think instead of react.

During my second Hell Week, when I was in Class 231, I was a drivel
motherfucker. Bill Brown and I were the leaders of Boat Crew Two, and wt
had our own competition going to see who would be the baddest man in th
whole class. But there was another guy in the mix who had captured m
attention—Ilet’s call him Mora. He was about our size, strong and fit, anc
whenever shit got hard on the beach or the Grinder, he gravitated toward me
He was not in our boat crew yet wanted to feed off of my energy because Bil
Brown and I were performing at such a high level, we made hell look anc



feel not only manageable but easy.

On day two of Hell Week, Mora found me in the chow hall with a los
look on his face and fear in his eyes. I was busy filling my wet and sand
pockets with packets of peanut butter because I needed fuel to withstand th
punishment I knew was coming. Even after consuming as many calories as
could, in two hours, I’d be hungry again and would eat damn near anything
even peanut butter gritty with sand and laced with pocket lint. Mora stared a
me as if I were a creature from a different time, and I was. I’d become wholl
uncivilized after two days of surf torture and boat runs without a wink o

rSleep. I was now a caveman. Mora, on the other hand, looked like :
straumatized modern man, and that was a clue that something was off.
r “Hey, Goggins,” he whispered as his eyes darted around the room.
~don’t wanna be here anymore.” The pressure cooker of Hell Week hac
S’temporarily unhinged him from his dream and his rational mind, and h
jlooked like he was searching for an emergency exit. He was panic in humai
sform, and I knew that because it was exactly how I felt when the first wavi
hit me in the very first hour of that same Hell Week.
~ The Pacific Ocean was as cold as ever when that massive, six-foot wall o
jwater picked me up, flipped me three times, and pounded me into the we
,sand. It was as if the ocean itself was saying, “Get the fuck out of here
jbitch!” And I listened because my lungs were still burning from the bout o
,pneumonia that got me rolled into this class from Class 230 just two month:
-earlier, and because water was my kryptonite.

There were 130 hours of Hell Week to come, and I knew that a gooc
schunk of them would be spent in the cold ocean. That cocktail of sucl
-hijacked my brain to send out signals far more troubling than ambivalence.
¢wasn’t wondering if I had what it took or if I was prepared for the moment
The voice in my head was saying, I don’t really want to be a Navy SEAL.

For more than a year, my quest to become a SEAL had been all
;consuming. I’d never wanted anything as badly or committed so completel;
-to the process, but when you are locked into a sufferfest, there are times whei
-the conditions will become intolerable, and a self-sabotaging impulse rootet
,in shock and fear will feel like clarity. I was a half-step from voluntarily
jpulling the plug on a dream that had the power to change the course of m
. entire life.
1 I glanced over at Bill Brown, resigned to the fact that he would soo:
jstand alone as the baddest man in Class 231. Then, from the knee-deep
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swirling shallows, I scanned the horizon, where a destroyer was heading ou
tto sea. The instructors had warned us that if we didn’t make it througl
ytraining, we’d be assigned to a ship like that, where we’d be stuck chippin
apaint for six months at a time. They made it sound like the most miserabl
Ideployment on earth, but to me, in that instant, it sounded like heaven.
,  Most SEAL instructors love quitters. When you tell them that you’re toc
tcold and you want out, they are more than happy to take you by the hand an¢
ylead you to the warmest shower of your life because, in their minds, it prove
fthat they are better than you. Once you step into that shower, you get s
awarm within a minute that you forget what being cold even felt like, anc
then, you realize that your warmth just cost you a piece of your soul, if no
Ithe whole damn thing, which can lead to a lifetime of regret.
1  Time was of the essence! I could not crawl back onto the beach and taki
eten minutes to get my mind right. I was in the eye of a psychological storm
1and all around me, the water was still frothing and growling. Part of th
eproblem was that the cold water had stolen the breath from my lungs. I wa
gasping and panic-breathing. In order to think clearly, I needed oxygen.
ftook a deep breath and then another, and in that time, my possible futur
tplayed out in my head.
, 1 watched myself stagger back to the beach and lay my helmet down
fWithin days, I was flushed right out of the military and sent back to Indiana
swhere I struggled through a series of low-level, low-impact jobs, which wer:
the only ones I was qualified for: minimum-wage security guard, lifeguard a
la local pool, and exterminator. That was true clarity. All my aspiration
<would be vaporized if I left surf torture behind because I was a reservist, an
Iif T snapped and quit, the Navy wouldn’t even want me on one of their ships.
I could not afford to lose my shit. SEAL training—and that cold ocean—

were exactly where I belonged, so I needed to calm the fuck down and mee
-the challenge head-on. I took another breath as the next big wave swelled. I
ysmashed the shit out of me too, but I managed to scramble toward the grouy
1and lock arms with my teammates. I was done showing weakness. I wa:
1finished with fear. I would stay in that water as long as it fucking took!
y  When we got called back onto the sand ten minutes later, the men in m
yboat crew were shivering and stiff. They were so cold they didn’t even wan
the edges of their soaked T-shirts to graze their skin. We needed to warm uj
1fast, and the only way to do that during Hell Week is to go hard. I nodded tc
,Bill, grabbed the front of the boat, and shouted out orders. As a unit, Boa



tCrew Two started putting the fuck out like Hell Week was our natural habitat
1 Often, it’s the shock that launches the spin-out. For me, it was the snap o
sthe cold water that triggered my fight-or-flight response, which comes witl
ean adrenaline rush that spikes the heart and respiratory rates and puts you
insecurities on blast. Your body and mind react that way because they wan
Jto protect you by telling you to get the fuck out. Fight or flight is exactl
dwhat Mora was experiencing in the chow hall. His fear and panic owned him
s When I was teetering on the brink, I was able to physically calm mysel
)down with a few deep breaths, and that helped me see through the adrenaling
Irush. My heart rate was still elevated, and panic continued to creep in, but I’c
tregained enough of my composure to make a conscious One-Secon
Decision to stay in the fight. That took mental fortitude because the wate
ehadn’t suddenly warmed up. I was still cold and miserable and staring at 13(
,hours of Hell. But I was able to see that the life I desired was on the othe
aside of surf torture. I did not cave into emotion and quit. When people d«
sthat, they aren’t even making an actual decision to quit. It’s a default reactioi
Idue to stress.
2 [ get that it’s difficult not to give in to all that emotion, acute pain, anc
discomfort. All you really want at that point is for it to end. You envisiol
.your bed at home and how sweet it feels to lie down with your wife o
,husband or partner. You know your mom will greet you with a forgiving huj
eand that your family will understand because they love you no matter what
tYou know for a fact that they will console and take care of you, and whei
syou’re hurting bad or scared shitless, all of that feels way too good to pass up
1  But you must remember that those images of home aren’t actually rootec
in love. They are a product of your fear, disguised as love. Mora and I share
-the same big dream. We’d both had our worlds rocked. I recovered b
tdominating Hell Week in a fashion that nobody had seen before. Mora”.
tmind had already unraveled by the time I saw him in the chow hall. Hi
owasn’t thinking consciously at all. His emotions were controlling him insteac
sof the other way around. I couldn’t help him because by then, he’d alread
lost the battle. I don’t know when he officially quit. In Hell Week, you get s
ywrapped up in your crew, so engulfed in helping one another get to the othe
tside that, after several hours, you might look up and find half the class ha:
ybailed out. All I know is that, at some point, he rang the bell and lived tc
yregret it.
t  Everything in life comes down to how we handle those crucial seconds



~When psychological, physical, or emotional pressure redlines, your adrena
fglands go haywire, and you are no longer in control. What separates a tru
1savage from everybody else is the ability to regain control of their mind i1
rthat split second, despite the fact that all is still fucked!
t  That’s what people miss. Our lives aren’t built on hours, days, weeks
ymonths, or years. Hell Week is 130 hours, but it’s not the hours that kill you
. And it’s not the pain, the exhaustion, or the cold. It is the 468,000 second:
fthat you must win. It only takes one of those motherfuckers—when it al
2becomes too much and you just can’t take it anymore—to bring you down.
lhad to remain vigilant and manage my mind for every single one of thos:
1seconds to make it.
r  Life, like Hell Week, is built on seconds that you must win, repeatedly
)I’m not saying you have to be hyperaware every second of your life, but i
ryou are pursuing something that demands all you’ve got and means the worls
)to you, that is often what it takes.
1 When you are trying to lose weight or quit drinking or using drugs, you
moment of weakness can be counted in seconds, and you’ll need to be read
1to win those seconds. You could be the medical student who has dreamed o
1being a doctor their entire life, only to fail a crucial class early on
rOverwhelmed with panic, you may be tempted to march straight to th
zadmissions office and withdraw. Maybe you are an aspiring lawyer with a jol
.at a prestigious firm in your back pocket yet failed the bar exam again, and i1
athe heat of that moment, you abandon your career before it begins. Al
.because you become convinced that you cannot walk back into that offic:
lafter another humiliation or study for that bitch again and put yourself righ
1back on the chopping block.
y  While school and professional exams are held in controlled environments
san F can spike the heart rate and trigger self-doubt as quickly as a six-foo
ewall of cold water. Sometimes, that grade looms so large, especially in
lyoung mind, that it’s easy to feel like all eyes are on you and your failure anc
ythat you’ve fallen so far behind that you’ll never catch up.
>  Moments of doubt are unavoidable when we take on any strenuous task
rI’ve used the One-Second Decision to regain my composure and wil
shundreds of small battles during ultra races, on the pull-up bar, and i1
ystressful work situations. And the first step is to mentally take a knee.

The best person in any combat scenario is the one who is compose
..enough to take a knee when the bullets are flying at them. They know the:



Ineed to evaluate the situation and the landscape to find a way forward anc
ethat it’s impossible to make a conscious decision if they or their team i
wrunning around like fire ants. Taking a knee in battle is not as easy as i
sounds, but it’s the only way to give yourself time to breathe through th
,panic and rein in your spinning mind so you are able to operate. The battl
.hasn’t stopped. Gunfire is still lighting up the night, and you don’t have an
stime to waste. In that one second, you must take a breath and decide to brin
Ithe fight.

I  When you are in the grip of life and in danger of losing your shit, jus
ethink, It’s time to take a knee. Get a couple of breaths and flash to you
future. If you fold, what will happen next? What’s your plan B? This is no
~some deep contemplation. There is no time to order a pizza and hash it ou
fwith your people. This must happen in seconds!

1 It helps to prepare with productive self-talk before you drop into tha
sufferfest on your schedule. Remind yourself that nobody is great at ever
rsingle aspect of any job, at least not right away, and no runner skates througl
ya hard race unchallenged. No matter how bleak it looks or feels, you mus
fstay rooted to your baseline.

. If you’re in med school, your baseline is to graduate and become a doctor
2In Coronado, my baseline was becoming a Navy SEAL. Many men bucklec
>under the log during Hell Week, but log PT was easy for me. I had tc
wremember that every time we were ordered back into my own personal tortur
lchamber, the Pacific Ocean.

> It helps to remind yourself of what you’re good at and where you excel st
twhen you have to engage in something that is hard for you, it doesn’t becom
overwhelming. Tell yourself, I'm good here. I’'m great there. This sucks, bu
,it will be over in twenty minutes. Maybe it’s twenty miles or twenty days o
ttwenty weeks, but it doesn’t matter. Every experience on earth is finite. It wil
iend someday, and that makes it doable, but the outcome hinges on thos
1crucial seconds you must win!

There are consequences to this shit. Quitting on a dream stays with you. I
.can color how you see yourself and the decisions you make going forward
1Several men have taken their own lives after quitting SEAL training. Other:
amarry the first person who comes around because they are so desperate fo

validation. Of course, the reverse is also true. If you can withstand the
Isuffering, take a knee, and make a conscious One-Second Decision in
ycritical juncture, you will learn perseverance and gain strength by winning th



Imoment. You will know what it takes and how it feels to overcome all tha
sloud doubt, and that will stay with you too. It will become a powerful skil
tyou can use again and again to find success, no matter what scenario you’r
ein or where life takes you.
e It’s not always the wrong move to quit. Even in battle, sometimes wt
ymust retreat. You might not be ready for whatever it is you’ve taken on
3Perhaps your preparation wasn’t as thorough as you’d thought. Maybe othe
priorities in life need your attention. It happens, but make sure that it is
tconscious decision you’re making, not a reaction. Never quit when your pai
rand insecurity are at their peak. If you must retreat, quit when it’s easy, no
twhen it’s hard. Control your thought process and get through the mos
tdifficult test first. That way, if you do bow out, you’ll know it wasn’t .
reaction based on panic. Instead, you’ve made a conscious decision based o1
treason and had time to devise your plan B.
y  Mora quit on impulse. Usually when you do that, you don’t get anothe
1chance. Many great opportunities in life only come around once, bu
tsometimes, opportunity does knock twice. Fifteen months after that morning
in the chow hall, we crossed paths in Coronado again. It was my graduatioi
day, and he was in our Hooyah class, the incoming trainees wearing the whit
1shirts that signified Day One, Week One. Of all the two hundred and som
newbies, he was the only man there who wasn’t smiling. He alone knew to«
emuch. After the ceremony, he approached, extended his hand, anc
congratulated me.
> “Remember,” I said, “many dreams die while suffering, bro.” He noddec
2once, then faded into the crowd. A month later, I heard he made it througl
tHell Week. Five months after that, he graduated and became a Navy SEAL.
r I thought about Mora as I gazed into my pristine, polished mirror twenty
ltwo years later while considering Babbitt’s invitation to Leadville. I'd beei
eliving large for longer than I cared to admit. In this new life of mine, th
water was never cold and the One-Second Decision was in danger o
tbecoming a perishable skill. I didn’t think I needed it anymore. I had acces
.to all the finer things. In my house, it was always seventy-two degrees. Anc
sthat shit feels good, especially when you believe you’ve earned it.
r  Why put myself through a ten-week training camp or a 100-mile run i1
2Colorado’s thin air? I knew damn well how horrible that shit feels and what i
atakes, but I also knew that this right here was one of the most important One
eSecond Decisions in my life. This wasn’t a fight-or-flight moment. I wasn’



toverwhelmed by the fear of death. I wasn’t on the brink of failure o
lhumiliation, and my heart rate was beating slow and steady. This was
amature version of the unconscious impulse to quit. The one you don’t se
coming until it greets you at the gate when you think you’ve finally arrived.

> See, I don’t have any respect for people who live this luxe life 24/7. If
.said no to Babbitt, I wouldn’t be quitting on him. I would be quitting o1
rmyself. I would be making a fear-based choice to no longer be the ven
aperson who I became so proud of. It’s all well and good to have success anc
wreach a certain level, but I really don’t give a fuck what you did yesterday
tMaybe you finished Ultraman or graduated from Harvard. I do not care
tRespect is earned every day by waking up early, challenging yourself witl
anew dreams or digging up old nightmares, and embracing the suck like yo
1have nothing and have never done a damn thing in your life.

There are 86,400 seconds in a day. Losing just one of those seconds can change the outcome of
your day and, potentially, your life. #OneSecondDecision #NeverFinished
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overwhelmed by the fear of death. I wasn’t on the brink of failure or
humiliation, and my heart rate was beating slow and steady. This was a
mature version of the unconscious impulse to quit. The one you don’t see
coming until it greets you at the gate when you think you’ve finally arrived.

See, I don’t have any respect for people who live this luxe life 24/7. If 1
said no to Babbitt, I wouldn’t be quitting on him. I would be quitting on
myself. I would be making a fear-based choice to no longer be the very
person who I became so proud of. It’s all well and good to have success and
reach a certain level, but I really don’t give a fuck what you did yesterday.
Maybe you finished Ultraman or graduated from Harvard. I do not care.
Respect is earned every day by waking up early, challenging yourself with
new dreams or digging up old nightmares, and embracing the suck like you
have nothing and have never done a damn thing in your life.

There are 86,400 seconds in a day. Losing just one of those seconds can change the outcome of
your day and, potentially, your life. #OneSecondDecision #NeverFinished



CHAPTER FOUR

A SAVAGE REBORN

TwO WEEKS BEFORE THE RACE, KisH AND I FLEW INTO ASPEN TO ACCLIMATIZE, BU
after a week of two-a-days, including long trail runs in the morning and dail
speed hikes up Ajax Mountain each afternoon, my body was in shutdowi
mode. I wasn’t sleeping well, and my lungs felt torched. Even walking up ths
stairs left me winded. My legs were knotted up so tight that I had no turnove
at all. Kish shadowed me on every run and noticed that my pace wa
declining each day. In our hotel room after yet another disappointing training
session, she sensed my frustration.

“You don’t need to do this to yourself, David,” she said. “You’ve run thi
race before. If you never enter another race in your life, you will still havi
done more than most people can even dream of doing.”

I sat on the edge of the bed and turned to her. I could see the concern i
her eyes. She still hadn’t gotten over my latest heart scare, and it was painfu
for her to watch the thin air jack me up. But all I could think about was thi
last time I’d signed up for a 100-miler.

It was Badwater 135 in July 2016. I’d been stretching two hours a day fo
a few years by then, and as my muscles grew more pliable, I becam
convinced I was unlocking more mental and physical potential. I'd wor
Strolling Jim in Tennessee in early May and was confident as hell when
drove up to Death Valley a few weeks before Badwater to get a training rui
in. But seven miles into that run, the heat became so intense that my puls
skyrocketed, and then the craziest thing happened. I stopped.

I was the guy who’d savored scorching temperatures. I’m not beating an’
world-class runner based on speed alone, but if it’s a hot sufferfest, I have
chance. That’s how I’d always thought, yet there had been a sudden glitch i1



my operating system, and that mentality was “file not found.” When race da:
came around, I was nowhere near Badwater Basin, the start line of the race.

“Do you want me to call the guys?” Kish asked. I’d lined up two friend:
to crew the race. They were hours away from boarding their flights. “Should
cancel their trips and tell them Leadville is off?”

Kish was right that given how I felt physically, one hundred unnecessary
miles at altitude seemed like the very definition of a very bad idea. And now
she was telling me I was one phone call away from salvation, and I wouldn’
even have to make it myself. However, while my body was most definitel
fucked up, my mind was starting to harden up.

This was not motherfucking 2016! So what if my legs weren’t churning
Kish could hang with me on every run, or Ajax repeatedly kicked my ass’

rAltitude wasn’t my problem. The only issue I could see was that I hadn’t rui
ya 100-mile race in five years, and I’d forgotten that feeling worn out before «
race was status quo for me. I’d never tapered before any of my events back i1
ethe day, which meant I never once showed up to the start line with loose
rrested legs. Whether I came in first, second, third, or last made no differenc
sto me back then. I’d once walked one hundred miles to finish Badwater, anc
3if I had to, I’d do it again in Leadville.

In other words, everything was in its rightful place. Even with m

sphysical fitness faltering, my mind was gaining strength with every hou
espent on the trails. I was starting to think like a savage again and bankin
knowledge that I had successfully climbed steep terrain at altitude, despit
dthow I felt, so that I could lean on that experience to keep me feeliny
lconfident, even when I was uncomfortable, undernourished, sleep deprived
2and dehydrated and on the steepest, hardest climbs of the Leadville course.

An unprepared mind prefers a proper taper and rested legs. It prays for :

rclear, sixty-degree race-day morning and a tailwind that flows in botl
2directions. And maybe a little drizzle every third mile, but only for a fev
1seconds, to cool off. Not enough to make the trail muddy or slick.

I A prepared mind craves the worst conditions because it knows tha
1pressure brings out its best and exposes almost everyone else. It doesn’t cart
eif your legs are working right, if the temperature is perfect, if there is on
hellish hill or an entire mountain range waiting to crush you. When there ar
yfreezing river crossings, it doesn’t concern itself with your wet feet. It doesn’
ipay any attention to distance, and it sure as fuck doesn’t give a damn hov
1long it takes to get there. The prepared mind is a magnificent thing, and miny



ywas just about ready. My nutrition plan was dialed in, and my self-talk anc
visualization were on point. And you know what that guaranteed me?

s Jack fucking shit!

I  So much had changed since my last race. These events used to be my
time away from humanity. It was the place I went to enter an animal state o
ybody and mind, and it was easy to disappear because not many people wert
,into the sport. Back in the early 2000s, there were only about twenty or s
t100-mile events in the entire calendar year, raced by a hard-core crew o
ymotherfuckers hungry for some suffering. You could rock up on the day o
the race and gain entry. Now, there are more than two hundred 100-mils
,races each year in the United States alone. Ultra running had gon
?mainstream during my absence, and the start line for Leadville was surreal
1The field was packed with over eight hundred happy, chatty athletes taking
aselfies and streaming live.

1 The energy was palpable as we shook loose, preparing to tackle an out
and-back course, most of it on the Colorado Trail, which ranges betweei
29,200 feet and 12,600 feet in elevation. Most of us weren’t trying to win
1Typically, less than half the field completes the course within the designate
thirty-hour time limit.

y I’d learned long ago that no matter what type of event or challenge

rengage in, the only competition that ever matters is me against me. A lot o
speople will take that as yet another invitation to coast. Please don’t. Though
ehadn’t entered a 100-mile race in years, I planted a carrot—something t
schase—in the back of my mind to keep my focus dialed in. Life is no
,pass/fail. It’s about impact and effort. Carrots help me maximize both anc
almost always produce a better result. If I was going to do Leadville, I wa:
agoing to do motherfucking Leadville. No matter how fucked up I fel
1physically, I didn’t come all the way out here just to see if I could finish i
vthirty hours. My goal was to finish in under twenty-four.

It took a few miles to get warmed up, but I was pleasantly surprised witl
tmy pace and form. My race plan was the same as usual. I would speed-hiki
athe ups and run the flats and downs. Most ultra runners use that strateg
2because running steep inclines burns your reserves, and you don’t reall
emake up that much time. During a long event like Leadville, it’s better t
tspend your energy elsewhere.

v I had scouted the course thoroughly in the days before the race, looking
ofor any edge. Not only to become reacquainted with the terrain but also s«



1Kish knew how to get to where she and the rest of the crew needed to be. Wi
visited the sites set to become aid stations and mapped everything out
leaving nothing to chance. My preparation was on point, but when you’re
yexhausted in the Rockies, no matter how well you’ve scouted a trail, it’s eas
fto get tricked into thinking you’ve reached the top of the pass when yo
2aren’t even close.
>  The Leadville Trail 100 has a bunch of false summits. The most infamou:
fone is on Hope Pass at 12,600 feet above sea level. The climb begins a
faround the forty-mile mark, and it’s the last major pass before the turnarount
eat Winfield. By then, I'd found a rhythm, and my legs were still in decen
ashape despite having put in more miles that day than I had in three years. A
.the singletrack trail snaked steadily up toward the tree line, I speed-hiked by
spressing my hands on my knees for leverage, while the vast majority of th
other runners around me used trekking poles. I was an old-school ultra guy
-To me, those poles looked like crutches. I was content going hands on knee:
1all the way to the top. Nevertheless, poles were allowed, and they do mak
.you faster. I could tell because I kept losing ground as the trail wound highe
land higher.
After a few miles, the trail poked out above the tree line and leveled off i1

Ithe tundra. It looked and felt like we’d reached the top, and I saw severa
frunners get happy. Pleased enough to pick up their pace, but as soon as wi
Irounded the next bend and saw how much there was still left to climb, thei
bheads dropped, and their shoulders slumped, while I smiled to myself anc
tkept grinding. Bent at the waist, my palms pressed onto my knees, driviny
Imore power into the balls of my feet as they struck the ground, whicl
sallowed me to chop the climb down to size, one step at a time.
t  People who’ve spent time on high country trails know the heartbreak of «
1false summit. When all you want is for the incline to stop kicking your ass, i
tricks you into thinking you’ve made it, only to reveal that you aren’t evel
1close! But you don’t have to be a trail rat to know that feeling. In life, ther:
aare plenty of false summits.
y  Maybe you think you’ve rocked an assignment at work or school, only t
yhave your teacher or supervisor rip it to pieces or tell you to start over again
bFalse summits can come in the gym when you’re doing a hard circui
workout and think you’ve hit the last set, only to hear from your coach o
strainer—or from a quick glance at your own notes—that you have to go bacl
sthrough the entire circuit one last time. We all take a punch like that ever



sonce in a while, but those who tend to crane their necks looking for the cres
,of the mountain as they beg for their suffering to end are the ones who ge
asmashed the most by any false summit.
y  We have to learn to stop looking for a sign that the hard time will end
1When the distance is unknown, it is even more critical that you stay locked i1
so the unknown factor doesn’t steal your focus. The end will come when i
scomes, and anticipation will only distract you from completing the task i1
tfront of you to the best of your ability. Remember, the struggle is the whols
djourney. That’s why you’re out there. It’s why you signed up for this race, o
tthat class, or took the damn job. There is great beauty when you are involvec
sin something that is so hard most people want it to end. When Hell Weel
yended, most of the guys who survived cheered, wept tears of joy, high-fived
eor hugged one another. I got the Hell Week blues because I'd been immersec
.in the beauty of grinding through it and the personal growth that came with it
s We can make any obstacle as big or small as we like. It’s all in the way
ewe frame it. Going into Leadville, I expected one long, hard motherfuckin;
rday. But how many inconsequential days had I lived by then? Why not spenc
one single day doing something I’ll be proud of for the rest of my life? Lik
1Elmo said to Louden Swain in his apartment before the wrestling match o
lhis life in the movie Vision Quest, “It ain’t the six minutes. It’s what happen:
2in that six minutes.”
r  When you’re climbing a mountain or involved in any other difficult task
1the only way to free yourself from the struggle is to finish it. So why bitcl
zabout it when it gets hard? Why hope it will end soon when you know it wil
1end eventually? When you complain and your mind starts groping for th
eject button, you are not bringing your best self to the task, which means yot
aare actually prolonging the pain.
t  The hard chargers keep their heads down and hammer away. They hawv«
1trained their minds to stay hard in those hard moments. They recognize the
efalse summit for what it is and will always act as if they are nowhere near thi
top. Most people slow down and suffer on a steep trail, but slope anc
selevation are of no consequence to the hard charger. They keep their mind i
.attack mode until there are no more mountains to climb, and when the?
tactually reach the top, they wish it had lasted a little bit longer.
r  After about four miles of climbing, I jogged through the dip between twt
<peaks at Hope Pass and shook my head. Over already? 1 thought as I pickec
yup the pace and hammered the descent toward the turnaround at mile fifty



twhere my crew was waiting.
t I was just off my Leadville PR pace of twenty-two hours and fifteel
minutes, which put me in the top forty in the entire field. Not that I knew tha
.at the time. I didn’t wear a fitness watch. I wore a ten-dollar special fron
1Walmart that I bought the day before because I didn’t want knowledge of m:
tpace clouding my mindset. I was focused on one thing: the task at hand.
1 After a short rest to eat and hydrate, it was time to retrace my steps anc
aclimb up Hope Pass from the backside, this time with a pacer. My old frien
r'T.J. had stuffed his pack with the extra food, water, and gear he thought
1might need, and his legs were fresh. His presence pushed me up that ascent a
<a strong pace, and although it had been some time since I'd run trail
,consistently, I had become a good technical trail runner over the years. Tha
Imuscle memory clicked back in, which enabled me to attack the descent anc
.fly down the other side.
y  The final major climb in the race loomed at mile seventy-five. It’s callec
sPowerline, and that one has a few false summits too. T.J. had a pair o
trekking poles with him, and he kept offering them to me. He had beer
eannoyed watching people with poles pass us on the backside of Hope Pas:
fwhile I was still hiking hands on knees. We caught most of them on the wa
sdown and on the flats, only to give up ground again on Powerline.

“Come on, man, just try the poles for a mile or two,” he said. “See if yo

Llike em.”
1 “Fuck that,” I snapped, as two more people passed us up. “In the ol
ldays, that was cheating.” I was cooked by then. For the first time all day, th
eaccumulated miles and my pace were starting to wear on me, and he coulc
1see it.

“I’m telling you, Goggins.” I looked over as T.J. held them out like h
2knew he was presenting a weapon of last resort to a grumpy samurai stil
aclinging to the old ways. I snatched them, irritated that I was abandoning ths
shard-ass old ultra ethic. Then again, the sport had evolved, and this was ai
lopportunity for me to evolve with it. As he promised, those poles took st
imuch pressure off my legs they suddenly felt fresh, and I charged up tha
ySteep-ass mountain.

I was moving better and faster than I had in several hours. I passe
seasoned ultra runners like so many slalom flags. My confidence swelled anc
1my senses heightened as I moved up in the field. I felt so powerful and in th
flow that something shook loose in my memory and tumbled to the front o



my mind. That’s what makes events like Leadville so deep and poetic. A 100
1mile grind at altitude will wring everything out of you, and as I flew uj
tPowerline, I saw the scared kid who used to look for exits because he wa
1blind to his own possibilities.

y

1
1
|

IMy stuttering surfaced midway through third grade in my second year i1
SBrazil, Indiana. By the time I was in fifth, I couldn’t say three words withou
Istammering. It was especially bad around grown-ups and strangers and at it
labsolute worst when public speaking was involved. I’ll never forget thi
school play. Everyone knew 1 stuttered, but since participation wa
Imandatory, my teacher mercifully assigned me a role with just one line.
fpracticed it at home a hundred times. Sometimes, I’d stumble. Usually, i
1came out smooth and wrinkle-free, but under those stage lights, I locked up.
S The silence was intolerable. There were fifteen, twenty people ii
yattendance at most, all of them were parents, and you couldn’t ask for a mort
supportive audience. Everyone waited patiently, almost willing me to speak
1A few of my classmates snickered, but most were rooting for me. My teache
watched with wide, sensitive eyes as my lower lip trembled. I knew it wa
lhopeless, so I turned and left the stage without even trying.

2 I went to a small Catholic school. Everyone in my grade had known mu
1for years, and I was relatively comfortable around them. Most had been ther
when my stuttering began midway through third grade, and they’d watched i
®mutate into a curse I couldn’t escape when I was asked to read aloud in class
ISometimes, I had to read a couple of sentences, especially when we wer:
2learning the definitions of new words. Often, it would be a paragraph or two
Iwhich made it even worse because then not only was my stammering ai
dissue, but the fact that I struggled to read was also on blast.

t  In those moments, time stopped, and I felt completely exposed. It didn’
matter that my curse had been nourished by past trauma and the anxiety o
Ibeing the only Black kid in a White school. In my mind, I was now the stupi
1Black kid who stuttered and nothing more. My failure felt heavier than i
actually was, and my anxiety around public speaking only grew. It got to th
fpoint where whenever the teacher called on us to read aloud, one afte



-another, I would count paragraphs ahead, and at the most strategic moment
bask for a bathroom break. Unless I faked a headache or nausea to get sen
shome for the rest of the day.

My entire existence in that school was built around avoiding exposure. 1
wasn’t about studying or improving. It was about dodging bullets because al
I could see was incoming fire, which limited my ability to learn and grow.
started cheating to keep up because my stuttering convinced me I couldn’
hang in the classroom and that there was nothing for me in thos
schoolbooks.

1 My last thoughts before I fell asleep each night and my first upon wakiny
twere of my own insignificance, stupidity, and worthlessness. Due to my har
supbringing, I was more aware of how the world worked than most fiftl
agraders, and I couldn’t help but wonder how the fuck I was going to ge
sthrough life if I couldn’t get a word out. What became of people like that’
[The thought terrified me. My world was closing in because my stuttering
truled me. It was all I could see, hear, and feel. There was no available spact
for any positive thought to take root in my brain. So, I gravitated towart
ashortcuts and hunted emergency exits.

»  For many people, the haunting begins the minute they wake up. Mayb«
-they are fat or disabled, feel ugly, or are failing and overwhelmed at school o
rwork, and it consumes them. Their obsession with their own imperfection
sand faults suffocates self-respect and submarines progress, and from the tim
they get out of bed until they are able to crawl back in that night, the onl
ething on their agenda is avoiding exposure and surviving another day in hell
~When that’s how you feel about yourself, it’s impossible to see possibilitie:
tOr seize opportunities.

We all have the ability to be extraordinary, but most of us—an
sespecially the haunted ones—tap out of the crucible and never experienc
,what it’s like to get to the other side of hell. My metamorphosis was a bruta
iprocess that unfolded over decades, but eventually, I became the pola

opposite of the kid frozen in the hot stage lights and the gaze of his teache
twho only wanted to teach him to read. I became a full-time savage wh
fwalked the distant, narrow path with cliffs rising on both sides, no ait
{stations or rest areas, and no turnouts or exits of any kind. Whatever poppec
tup in front of me had to be dealt with head-on because the full-time savag
asees everything in life as an opportunity to learn, adapt, and evolve
rHowever, when Babbitt’s message found me, at first, I looked for an exit



,Then, I pulled my head out of my ass and found a way.

t  Now, over seventy-five miles into one of the most difficult races on earth
I felt unnaturally strong, which is exactly why those images from my fifth
tgrade play continued to run on a loop in my mind’s eye. Your stronges
Imoments will often make you think of your weakest. I was pushing so hart
Imy perspective ran deep, and I felt for that kid, knowing he allowe«
tsituations to dominate him for way too long. But I was proud of him too. Fo
aovercoming all of that. It is truly amazing what that little motherfucke
accomplished.
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On stage speaking at The Patriot Tour, no longer afraid of stuttering (credit to Nature’s Eye)
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After twelve years, it feels good to be back at Leadville.

The descent from Powerline is on a fire road sprayed with so many rocks ant
boulders it’s difficult to find sure footing, but I made good time. From thei



on, whenever the trail leveled off, I ran. When the incline cranked back up,
used poles and hiked faster than I ever had before.

Leadville was a purging of my soul. All the questions I had coming intc
the event about my inner drive and physical ability were answered. It was a
if the high-altitude racecourse itself was a sculptor, and I was its marbl
masterpiece in progress: the image of a savage reborn. Every mile I ran
another chunk of rock fell away, and I came into the final aid station at mils
eighty-seven thinking how crazy it was that a few days earlier, it looked like
might have to walk the whole thing. Now, with just thirteen miles to go, m
legs still had a lot left.

During my time in the aid station, I absorbed the scene. Some runner
staggered in. Others laughed and joked with their crews while they ate anc
rehydrated. All of us were almost through a barbaric rite of passage, but afte
it was all over, how many would use it as an opportunity to ask deepe
questions of their body and mind and demand more of themselves? Leadvill
2019 was populated with plenty of part-time savages. People who dial uj
their training for six or seven months, complete a race of a lifetime, and thei
sit back and do nothing else like it for years. As I headed out to run one las
leg, I no longer wondered if I'd finish. The question now became, wher
would that finish line lead me?

For the next two miles, when the trail pitched toward the peaks, T.J. and
walked. When it flattened out, we ran. I was tired, but T.J. was deep in th
hurt locker, and when the flat sections stretched out into some distance, :
sizable gap opened between us. I’m not a chatty runner, so I thought he wa:
giving me some space, but after I started walking again, he caught me, anc
his breath sounded heavy and jagged. When we hit the last two miles o
Turquoise Lake, one of the last long, flat sections of the race, he could no
hang.

The trail wrapped around the alpine lake, which was surrounded by
craggy peaks, until it intersected with a steep jeep trail. A volunteer wa:
stationed there in a van to guide exhausted runners in the proper direction.
was out of food and water, but that wasn’t my concern when I asked tht
volunteer if he had anything to spare. The guy handed me one unwrappec
Pop Tart. I thanked him and waited, holding that damn thing for ten minutes
then fifteen. A few runners passed me, but there was no sign of T.J., so I tool

Toff running...away from the finish line!
1 After half a mile, I saw T.J. walking my way. To say he was surprised t



Isee me would be an understatement, and when I handed him that froste
fucking snack, it sent him into a tailspin. As he ate, he lamented that he’«

ycome to Colorado to support me, and now I was turning the tables to help ge

shim to the finish line. He knew I’'d abandoned my shot at a PR, saw mu

egetting reeled in over and over, and felt like dead weight.

, A few minutes later, sometime around two in the morning, we reache«

athe van again and began navigating a steep decline beneath a starry sky. 2

Icouple of headlamps came bobbing up from behind, getting closer and closer

yIt was another runner and his pacer. The runner slowed down as he caught us
When he recognized me, he stopped and smiled. I thought he was just anothe

sfriendly dude happy to be nearing the finish line, but he had something els

1on his mind.

r “My son told me you were out here,” he said. “He actually challenged m

rto catch you. And I guess I caught you.”

e “I guess you did,” I said. He nodded, pleased with himself, and ran off.

)  “I can’t believe that fucking guy.” T.J. shook his head as we watched hin

1get swallowed by the night. “He didn’t fucking catch you!”

t  “Forget about him,” I said. It bothered me too, but I didn’t want T.J. t

2see that. It would only make him feel worse.

“If it weren’t for me, he never would have even seen you.” T.J.’s eye:
Iflashed with the first signs of life I’d seen in miles. He was more annoyec
ethan I was. “He didn’t catch you. He caught your pacer!”

1 He was so pissed, in fact, that he started to run for a stretch, thei
sstaggered and walked to catch his breath. That sequence played out a fev
Itimes. It was pretty clear he couldn’t maintain a workable pace, but tha
fwasn’t the point. T.J. was sending me a message. He knew I still had plenty
tin the tank and that crossing the finish line with any amount of unburned fue
is a cardinal sin. With his hands on his knees, he turned to me and said
y“What the fuck are you still doing here? You need to go hunt that bitcl
sdown!”
I  That was music to my ears. We shared an evil smile, and I took the fucl
eoff. When I made the last turn on the racecourse, I had a gradual three-mils
lincline to hammer to reach the finish line. All but the elite of the elite wall
,that final stretch, which meant if I drained my tank, I would pass som:
<runners. I had taken a snapshot of that smug motherfucker in my mind’s eye
and I wanted to catch his ass.
> I used to take snapshots like that all the time. When I was a full-tim¢



Isavage, if you said something smart to me, I talked shit right back to you anc
lused your disrespect as ammunition to propel me into whatever fucked-uj
ttask or race or workout I had lined up next. And there was always something.
> We all have that ferocity—that dog—inside us. It’s a natural response t
provocation, a close cousin of the survival instinct, but most of us keep i
1chained up and locked away behind closed doors because that savage side o
\ourselves doesn’t mix well with this “civilized” world. It’s obsessive. It’:
always hungry, always looking for scraps of nourishment and finds them i1
..competition, failure, and disrespect. I used to open that door on a regula
rbasis, but as my life changed, I locked that beast away like almost everybod
eelse and started letting those slights go. Any shade tossed in my direction wa
shed quicker than water down a duck’s back. I’d matured and decided to livi
2a more balanced life. That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, but it wasn’t al
good either.
I wasn’t hungry anymore. I passed over a lot of juicy scraps for years, bu
1that smug motherfucker’s casual comment did not slide down my back. Th
dog was hungry again, and on that agonizing final stretch, I realized hov
»much I missed the feeling of being obsessed, the buzz I get from draining thi
tank dry. I’d deprived myself of it for way too long.
s If you want to maximize minimal potential and become great in any field
lyou must embrace your savage side and become imbalanced, at least for
period of time. You’ll need to funnel every minute of every single day int
athe pursuit of that degree, that starting spot, that job, that edge. Your minc
viust never leave the cockpit. Sleep at the library or the office. Hoop lon
tpast sundown and fall asleep watching film of your next opponent. There ar
yno days off, and there is no downtime when you are obsessed with beiny
lgreat. That is what it takes to be the baddest motherfucker ever at what yo
,do.
1 Know that your dedication will be misunderstood. Some relationship:
may break down. The savage is not a socialized beast, and an imbalance
<lifestyle often appears selfish from the outside. But the reason I’ve been abl:
eto help so many people with my life story is precisely because I embracec
<being that imbalanced while I pursued the impossible dream of becoming th:
ehardest motherfucker ever. That’s a mythical title, but it became my compas
,bearing, my North Star.
And there it was again, flickering in the Colorado sky, brighter than al

athe other galaxies. It guided me up that hill and into another flowing rhythn



las I passed five more runners. Each headlamp I collected yielded mor
senergy to burn, and with a mile and a half to go in the race, I reeled in my las
.one. It was that smug dude. I didn’t approach on the far-left side of the grave
oroad. I rushed right up on his shoulder. I didn’t touch him, but I was a hair’:
twidth from that motherfucker because I didn’t want him to be confused o
fdisoriented in the darkness of night. I wanted him to know exactly who hac
srun him down.
1 He had no clue that when he found me a few miles back, minding m
rown business, I was helping my pacer. He couldn’t have known how mucl
yenergy I had left, but when you don’t know who it is you’re talking to, th
swise move is to lead with respect or say nothing at all. Instead, he ran hi
amouth, dropped some scraps, and fed the hungry dog inside me. Oh, but h
lhad nothing to say when I blew past him. And neither did I. I didn’t even giv«
him the satisfaction of looking over, but I heard him huffing and puffing, an
twhen he lowered his head in shame, I was reminded of why you shouls
aalways beware of spitting in the wind.
v I’d run a hell of a race and finished in thirty-fifth place at 22:55:44, fort
eminutes slower than 2007 but still a damn good time considering there hac
been twelve long years and two heart surgeries between starts. Kish hac
,never seen me finish a 100-miler. She was elated when I crossed the line anc
aexpected some big Hallmark moment, but I wasn’t in the mood to celebrate
bLike Colonel Trautman said about Rambo, “What you call hell, he call
lhome.” And that’s exactly what I felt when I crossed the line. That I’d finally
smade it back home.
e But there was a storm brewing: the same borderline medical emergency
sthat happens after every ultra race I finish, which meant we had to get back tc
1our crew cabin in Breckenridge STAT. I stared out the window, fixated o1
my North Star as it tailed us on the forty-five-minute drive, tempting me tc
sleave the soft life of balance and comfort behind and follow it. That told mu
Ithat Leadville was not the one-off I had assumed it to be. Part of m
ahesitation in signing up in the first place was because I’d already done it. I’c
Irun damn near every meaningful race in the ultra game. I’d been there an
edone all of that, and now I knew that it wasn’t enough!
s What was next? Was it possible to operate as a full-time savage at forty
five years old, and if I gave it a shot, how long could I hold out? Those wert
lquestions for another night because before we pulled into the driveway, m
1body had already started to tighten up. I could feel the tremors coming o1



2too, and while I knew what was next, this was unchartered territory for Kish.
t  The post-ultra unraveling was about to begin.
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too, and while I knew what was next, this was unchartered territory for Kish.
The post-ultra unraveling was about to begin.



EVOLUTION NO. 4

ALTHOUGH MY CHILDHOOD STUTTERING WAS ALARMING, | WASN’T COMPLETEL'
undone by trauma. I was distracted by toxic stress. My pain kept me fron
living a complete and happy life in grade school, and it continued to haunt mu
into young adulthood, yet through it all, I retained enough self-awareness t
realize how bad things were and remember each and every corner I cut
Strange as it sounds, I was one of the lucky ones. For some victims, thei
trauma is so devastating that they lose all their self-respect and self
awareness. They are torn down to the studs. Foundational aspects of thei
character pounded to dust.

Part of what saved me from sliding all the way to rock bottom was what
saw in my mother. As much as she tried to hide it, she was the portrait o
devastation. Which is why I’ve been able to study the work of the prisoner”
mind all my life.

She’d been a young woman when she met Trunnis. He dazzled her unti
she was spellbound. Then, with every slap to the face, every hateful
disrespectful comment, each time he cheated on her, he siphoned more of he
life force away until she lost contact with the attractive, intelligent, dignified
strong woman she used to be. It didn’t happen overnight. It rarely does. Ii
abusive relationships, it’s almost always gradual, which is why it burns sc
deep. Until one day, you wake up owned by the person who is destroyiny
you.

In nature, destruction always gives way to creation, and my mother didn’
sit in her rubble for long once we arrived in Indiana. An urge to build again i:
in each of us, and she had it too. However, when you are rebuilding the self
it must be done consciously. She’d lost all her confidence and emotiona
coherence because she never completely liberated herself from my father. A
a result, she didn’t know what she was building, and the bricks she laic
became her prison cell. Subconsciously, she built a tower of mental anc



emotional isolation, and by the time I was eight years old, she was an empt’
shell. She hustled and strived, but very little registered with her emotionally
We lived parallel lives. I couldn’t even reach her.

The irony is you build those walls to protect yourself. You think they wil

make you hard and less wvulnerable, but they isolate you in solitar
confinement with your darkest thoughts and ugliest memories. You convinc
yourself that somehow you deserve to be there due to the bad life decision:
you made. You believe that you are not worthy of more, or something better
and that the damage can’t be undone. You are filled with endless shame
,When you look in the mirror, you don’t see yourself for who you are. Anc
,what keeps you locked up in your prison is that false narrative that yor
~continually feed yourself and the false reflection you can’t escape because i
,is part of you. By the time I was in high school, my mom was a
_independent, successful woman who had survived domestic violence anc
rlanded a six-figure job at a top-tier liberal arts university. Those were thi
_straight facts. Everyone around us saw the same thing, but in the mirror, shi
rsaw a worthless and undeserving person.

While working as a college dean during my junior year of high school
rshe volunteered as a teacher in a prison. It wasn’t enough for her to be in he
fown mental prison; she wanted to experience a real one. Especially if it mean
sshe’d have less time to sit with herself and consider her life in any

meaningful way. After just a few weeks of work at the penitentiary, her dail
jroutine—which had been damn near sacred since we arrived in Indiana—wa:
_all over the place, and I sensed something was off. How could I not, with th
;phone ringing every fifteen minutes? Weeks before I was to leave for Ai
Force boot camp, she finally explained what the hell was going on. She wa
lengaged to a man who’d been in a maximum-security prison for the last tei
jyears.
5 It took more than a few minutes for that statement to register before
“asked, “What was he in prison for?” She didn’t answer right away. She had t
tcollect her thoughts because there is no easy way of telling your son that you
sfuture husband is in prison for murdering a woman over drugs. He didn’
shoot her. This wasn’t an attempted robbery gone wrong. This man straight
1up choked the life out of a woman over drugs. She went on to say that he wa
sdue to be released from prison the week after I left for boot camp and woulc
:-Ibe moving into our house.
] Itis truly amazing what the mind can do when you fail to rebuild yoursel



yconsciously. My dad was a gangster and a crook. Her previous fiancé hac
~been murdered in his own garage, and for an encore, she would marry
convicted murderer less than a week after his release from prison. My mon
lwas looking for someone she could save because she did not have thi
ystrength to save herself. But the marriage did not go well. They woulc
adivorce within two years. He would relapse and eventually die of an overdos:
smany years later.

,  To put it into plain text: when your self-worth goes away and you don’
.deal with or accept your demons, they will continue to own you, and you wil
1become a bottom feeder.

1 I’m aware that most of the advice I give and stories I tell are built to helj
tyou push through impossible situations. However, sometimes what you neec
nis a Hard Stop. If you ever find yourself in an abusive scenario like m
Imother’s or any sort of battle where you are losing your sense of self anc
averging on erasure, your best hope is to arrest the slide before you hit rocl
abottom.

Hard Stops allow military units and individual soldiers to reorg. Tha
,includes reloading your empty magazines, taking inventory of you
rammunition, and rearranging your gear so you have access to loadec
tweapons and anything else you may need in the hours ahead. You also mus
ytake a hard look at your battle plan and get a clear sense of what it is you’r
yfacing and where it will lead.

s I know firsthand how torturous it is to be continually stalked by :
apredator. You lose all sense of normalcy. Reality becomes distorted, but
ralso know that moments of clarity do exist. My mom should have reorg’c
safter Trunnis smacked her in the face the first time, or the twelfth time, o
1even the fiftieth time. While I know this is hard to do, it is something that wt
must do for ourselves. It is non-negotiable. If she had, she might have notice
Ishe was on a slippery slope that would lead to her utter destruction. She may
bhave seen that it was not normal or tolerable to watch her kids work all-nigh
rskates day after day and then get beaten at home. In a toxic situation, yot
tcannot keep moving blindly forward hoping it will end. It won’t, but yot
-might.

s  When you arrest the slide, you will be damaged but not completel’
1broken. Your wound will likely become a distraction, but with intention anc
effort, you can heal and take control of your life. When you come to at rocl
fbottom, that’s a different situation, and it won’t be a clean or easy fix. Whei



linmates are released, they generally aren’t rehabilitated in a sustainable way
aMost leave prison fucked up and often need more help if they are to piec
1their lives back together. You’ll need help too. You’ll need to find peopl:
awho have survived or at least relate to what you’ve been through and cai
help you heal.

2 Of course, it takes self-esteem and self-awareness to seek help and shart
your brutal story, and when you are confined by the walls you built
tawareness and confidence are non-existent. At that point, your only choice i
Ito get angry.

We are too often told that anger is an unhealthy emotion, but whei
ssomeone or something has stolen your soul and destroyed your life, anger is
Inatural response. I am not talking about irrational rage, which can b
ydisastrous and lead you down an even darker hole. I am talking abou
1controlled anger, which is a natural source of energy that can wake you th
<fuck up and help you realize that what you went through wasn’t right. I havt

cracked open anger several times. It has warmed me when I was freezing, i

thas turned my fear into bravery, and it has given me fight when I had none
rAnd it can do the same for you.
1  Anger will snap you out of the spell you’re in until you are no longe
twilling to remain confined in your mental prison. You’ll be scratching anc
eclawing at the walls, looking for cracks where the light leaks in. You
fingernails will be broken, the tips of your fingers bloody and raw, and yot
awill continue to fight to expand those cracks because your anger will b
Ipurifying and the human mind loves progress. Keep at it, and eventually
1those walls will tumble until you are free, standing in a debris field one mor
rtime, with your eyes wide open. That’ll work. Because destruction alway:
abreeds creation.

1

y

t Have the courage and mental endurance to do whatever it takes to start knocking down those
walls. You are the warden of your life. Don’t forget you hold the keys. #PrisonerMind

Al #NeverFinished
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inmates are released, they generally aren’t rehabilitated in a sustainable way.
Most leave prison fucked up and often need more help if they are to piece
their lives back together. You’ll need help too. You’ll need to find people
who have survived or at least relate to what you’ve been through and can
help you heal.

Of course, it takes self-esteem and self-awareness to seek help and share
your brutal story, and when you are confined by the walls you built,
awareness and confidence are non-existent. At that point, your only choice is
to get angry.

We are too often told that anger is an unhealthy emotion, but when
someone or something has stolen your soul and destroyed your life, anger is a
natural response. I am not talking about irrational rage, which can be
disastrous and lead you down an even darker hole. I am talking about
controlled anger, which is a natural source of energy that can wake you the
fuck up and help you realize that what you went through wasn’t right. I have
cracked open anger several times. It has warmed me when I was freezing, it
has turned my fear into bravery, and it has given me fight when I had none.
And it can do the same for you.

Anger will snap you out of the spell you’re in until you are no longer
willing to remain confined in your mental prison. You’ll be scratching and
clawing at the walls, looking for cracks where the light leaks in. Your
fingernails will be broken, the tips of your fingers bloody and raw, and you
will continue to fight to expand those cracks because your anger will be
purifying and the human mind loves progress. Keep at it, and eventually,
those walls will tumble until you are free, standing in a debris field one more
time, with your eyes wide open. That’ll work. Because destruction always
breeds creation.

Have the courage and mental endurance to do whatever it takes to start knocking down those
walls. You are the warden of your life. Don’t forget you hold the keys. #PrisonerMind
#NeverFinished




CHAPTER FIVE

DISCIPLE OF DISCIPLINE

My VISION NARROWED AS WE PULLED INTO THE DRIVEWAY AT THE CREW CABIN It
Breckenridge, Colorado. It was just after four in the morning and dark as hell
I could barely see as I stepped carefully down the short staircase leading tc
the front door. Kish watched me, concerned, as I entered the house under my
own power. I was hurting but holding it together, and she knew I wouldn’
show any weakness in front of my team. In fact, she assumed I'd kee]
walking all the way through our bedroom on the ground floor and into th
bathroom where she could help me get undressed and cleaned up. But thi
thin thread I’d been gripping tight to remain upright and presentable wa:
fraying fast, and as soon as the guys were out of sight, it snapped. My knee
buckled, and I fell to the bedroom floor.

Kish was right behind me. She closed the door and locked it, ripped tht
cover off the bed, and spread it on the floor beside me. Then did her best t
reposition me onto the bedspread to give me some semblance of comfort. Sh
had no clue that her attentiveness made me anything but comfortable.

Kish is such a neat freak she is borderline OCD. Dust, dirt, and the
potential for germs get her radar pinging on high alert. She’s the first t
comment when there is something foul in the air, and here I was smelling lik
an old dog who had rolled in roadkill. My legs and feet were covered in muc
and blood, my fingernails rimmed with dirt. A paste of filth and sweat coate«
my skin from toe to scalp. My breath was rapid, rancid, and shallow, and th
mild tremors that had only been visible to Kish in the car because she wa
paying close attention had become bone-rattling shivers. Then, my bowel
groaned, and I knew it was about to get a whole lot worse.

This was nothing new for me. Ever since my first ultra, the San Dieg



One Day, the aftermath of every 100-mile race I’d completed included a tida
wave of pain and suffering, along with a humiliating loss of control of m
most basic bodily functions. Kish knew that, but she had never experienced i
firsthand, and I was nervous she wouldn’t be able to handle it.

The two of us are very different people. Kish is not an outdoors)
motherfucker. If it weren’t for me, she never would have heard of Leadville
Her idea of fun is spending the day on a pickleball court or golf course o
chilling at a five-star resort. She’s prissy as fuck. I’'m a holdover beast from
different age, but when it comes to hard work and discipline, that’s where w
marry up. She keeps up in the gym and on the roads and trails, is a hard
charger when it comes to business, and understands my dedication to th
grind in a way that no other woman—no other person—in my life ever has.

V' Yet, aside from that one night in the Nashville ER, she’d only ever seel
.me as capable of enduring and withstanding almost anything and everything
dwith little to no help, and often on very little sleep. I’d rarely shown her an’
yvulnerability, so how would she feel about me once she saw I wasn’t evel
tcapable of wiping my own ass? Ashamed and embarrassed, I told her wha
dwas about to go down, and she looked horrified.
2 “Wait, David! Not on the duvet!”
e “The what?” I asked, delirious.
S “The duvet.” I must have looked confused as hell because I’d never hearc
sthe word “duvet” in my entire fucked-up life. “You know, the comforter goe
inside the duvet.” Kish looked frazzled as she shook the snow-white liner
2beneath me, which, to her abject horror, was getting soaked through with m
dfoul post-race marinade. “You’re lying on it right now!”
2 “You mean the blanket?” I asked. She dashed out of the room withou
answering and returned with a black trash bag that she spread between mu
2and the precious duvet like an open diaper. Only then did she tug my runnin
dshorts down to my thighs. My bowels unclenched, and an ungodly stencl
2rose up around us.
1 As predicted, she had to wipe my behind because I couldn’t move, anc
dthen she helped me up onto my knees so I could piss into some high-enc
edecorative glass fruit bowl she’d found upstairs in the kitchen while shi
sclenched her teeth and stressed about what this might do to her Airbnb rating
s After all of that, after she’d peeled the shoes and socks off my feet
cleaned me up the best she could, and cocooned me in that fucking duvet, m
deyes rolled up behind my sagging eyelids. I wasn’t sleeping. I was attemptiny



Ito savor the uncontrollable shivers, the filth, my own sick stench, and th
ymany flavors of pain.

t  The crushing agony in my hip flexors was searing. The only other tim
I’d ever felt anything like that was during the Wednesday night of my seconc
yHell Week when I was rousted after a five-minute power nap on the beach
.Everyone else on my boat crew was getting a full hour, but not me. Psych¢
rPete, the instructor I hated the most, wanted a private audience. I remembe
atrying to stand up with that maniac in my face. It felt like my hips wer
etrapped in a vice. The only thing that would have eased the throb was curling
-up in the fetal position, so that’s what I did in Breckenridge, tripping on hov
epain has the power to bring you back in time like nothing else. As I lay there
shivering and sweating at the same time, I could have sworn I was back o1
1Coronado Island, getting wet and sandy.

3 Kish was terrified. She watched me, timed my arrhythmic breaths, anc
ylistened to my bones rattle as she mapped out emergency contingencies in he
nhead. Was I in shock? Was I having some sort of altitude reaction’
tBreckenridge is at 9,600 feet. She was concerned my condition coulc
deteriorate fast. But I wasn’t worried about any of that. I knew that this wa:
my old friend, breakdown. My final phase of ultra.

When 1 first got into endurance events, I loved the breakdown phasi
1because the suffering made me feel alive and reminded me that I’d gone all
sout. This time, I didn’t relish it in the same way, but I knew that breakdow1
awas a byproduct of an all-out effort and that if I explored the crevices of m
ymind, I would find valuable lessons, which tend to spill out with am

unraveling. Most people prefer to avoid breakdowns like this because thi
tsuffering can be so overwhelming, it just might mark you forever. I embrac
ebreakdown and welcome the scarring. There is a hell of a lot of informatio1
3in scar tissue.

1 Scars are proof that the past is real. Physical scars never go away, anc
when you look at them, they can bring you right back to a specific place i
1time. But the scar tissue that builds up around that old injury is weak
1Professional fighters who’ve been hit in the face thousands of times blee
efaster than those who have never been punched. Once you’ve been cut deep
.you are forever vulnerable to bleeding.

,  The same is true for the mental and emotional scars that we all carry witl
yus, the scars we cannot see. They might be invisible, but they affect us mucl
smore severely than physical scars. Mental and emotional scars are our weal



espots, and they can open up just as easily as physical scars unless we do thu
work to strengthen them. If you haven’t dealt with your scars, they can alte
ayour life’s path. You will be prone to failure during difficult physical an
lemotional situations, whether that’s during an athletic event, at work, or i1
.your home life, and eventually, you will land back in front of your mirror tha
never lies.
r  Breakdown is its own kind of mirror. Whatever you’re made of is laid ou
ein front of you clear and plain. Your history and mindset become a weathere
3old map ridged with your scars, and if you read them like an archeologist o1
va dig, you might uncover the code you need to rise again and become bette
,and stronger. Because there is no transformation without breakdown, anc
athere is always another evolution, another skin to shed, a better or deepe
version of ourselves waiting to be revealed.
1 Idid a quick inventory of my scars as I faded into that slippery headspac
rbetween waking and dreaming. Psycho Pete’s voice trailed off, and anothe
?familiar yet faint voice that I couldn’t quite place called out to me.
1 “David, wake up...” My memory convulsed and bled into my reality, anc
sI couldn’t tell where I was or what was real. “David,” he said, gruffly, loude
this time. “Time to get up, boy!”
2 It was the voice of my grandfather Sergeant Jack Gardner. Unlike thos:
-who embrace affectionate nicknames like Pop-Pop, Poppa, or Grandpa, he’
1instructed me to call him Sgt. Jack, and that set the tone for how things wert
ygoing to be between us. Oh yes, he left more than a few scars etched in m
ybrain, and he was shaking me awake just like old times.
e
e
1

1

1t was the summer of 1983 when we staggered up his long gravel driveway
~and arrived on his doorstep under-slept, underfed, and with all ou
1possessions crammed into black trash bags. My mother knocked on the door
,While we waited, I scanned the yard. My grandparents had a big property—:
full acre of land—including a wide, perfectly manicured lawn with trai
ltracks running along one side. There wasn’t a blade of green grass out o
Iplace and not a single weed in sight. That should have been my first warning.
< While my dad was convinced that my grandparents had been behind ou



sescape from Buffalo, he didn’t witness our arrival or my grandmothe
rMorna’s wordless greeting on the front porch. She opened the door, rolle
dher eyes, and waved us inside. Sgt. Jack stood behind her with the expressioi
10f a drill instructor watching new recruits get off the bus with their long hai
tand beards, all wet behind the ears. He’d been a master sergeant in the Ai
Force and had retired years ago but was dressed in one of his flight suits.
tdidn’t recognize the look on his face because I was a disoriented young puj
lall covered in scar tissue, but when I went to boot camp for the first time,
1saw it again. That day in Brazil, though, he looked like a hero to me. I smiled
rHe did not smile back.
1 It felt good to be there anyway. I was happy to be anywhere but o1
rParadise Road, and they were relieved that we’d all gotten away from m
father, but that didn’t mean room, board, and babysitting would be free. Tht
efirst bill came due before dawn the next morning when I was awakened by
rstiff shake of my shoulders. I opened my eyes, and there was Sgt. Jack, stil
in uniform.
1  “Time to get up, boy,” he said. “There’s work to do.” I wiped my eye
rand glanced at my brother, who shrugged. It was still dark outside, we wert
exhausted from the trip, and as soon as Sgt. Jack left the room, we fell bacl
eto sleep. The next wake-up call came in the form of glasses of cold wate
dthrown in our faces. Two minutes later, we were in the garage where he kep
2his old metal desk from the military. On the corner of that desk was a yellov
ynote pad. The top of the page was titled “Task List,” dated and markes
“0530.” T had no clue what those numbers meant until Sgt. Jack explaine
that his house ran on military time.

That was the moment I realized that there would be no adjustment perioc
and no coddling whatsoever. My grandparents never expressed basit
sympathy for what we had been through. Sgt. Jack simply stared hard, wen
over the list, and walked us through the garage as if we were his nev

yemployees and needed to know where to find the rakes, hoes, hedge clippers
rand his quiver of brooms and dustpans and how to operate and clean hi
- manual lawn mower. He didn’t care how we divided up the work, just that w
qgot up and got to it on time. Each day started like that. With an unwelcomq
aswake-up call, an itemized, military-time-stamped task list, and few, if any
fwords from the old man.

| Sgt. Jack was half Black and half Native American, and though he wa:
ronly five-foot-seven, he had a larger presence about him. He’d worked as .



rcook in the Air Force and still dressed in military attire every day. It wa
lusually a flight suit or one of his Battle Dress Uniforms on weekdays. Hi
1crisp Dress Blues were reserved for church and all other formal occasions
rSgt. Jack took great pride in detailed stewardship. He cared about everything
rhe owned. He had two separate two-car garages and four cars on the property
[Cadillacs and Chevrolets from the midcentury. Like his well-tended hous:
rand garden, those cars were pristine.

I  Born in 1905, he came of age in Southern Indiana during the height o
.Jim Crow, when it was dangerous as hell to be a Black man in America and :
wrong word or look could spark a lynch mob. His parents were poor, and h
awasn’t babied as a kid. His formal education ended in the fourth grade wher
yhe had to get a job to help support the family. So, when I landed in his house
ehe passed along what he’d learned. What they’d taught him worked as far a
ahe was concerned. He had a military pension. He owned his house free anc
Iclear, same with every car in his garages, and he had money in the bank. Sgt
Jack was squared the fuck away, and he got there with a self-reliance or
sdetail and discipline.

> Each morning, before he woke me up, he walked the perimeter of hi
<property, surveying the lawn, several trees, and the long unpaved drivewa
rblanketed in snow-white gravel. The house had two porches, one on eithe
tside, and he liked them swept and his rain gutters cleared of debris at al
vtimes because storms come down hard in that part of the country. Sgt. Jacl
dcouldn’t stand seeing leaf litter, dust, or weeds. Everything had to b
limmaculate.

The daily task list was always at least ten tasks long. Sometimes, i
Istretched to over twenty. The first order of business in the morning was t
csweep both porches, front and back. After that, I had to get out the rake anc
tcollect and bag any stray leaves that had fallen overnight. In the spring anc
vsummer, that wasn’t a huge job, but in the fall, when the leaves turned, it tool
,hours.

s  Hedges and grass grew like crazy during the humid Indiana summer, anc
ethat meant mowing the lawn manually in a perfect grid and clipping all th
chedges almost daily. Weeds were always a problem in the summer, and a
,soon as they began poking through the gravel on the driveway, I had to get o1
my hands and knees and dig into the dirt to pull those fuckers free. Th
sgravel dug into my skin, leaving scrapes and bruises. To me, it didn’t feel «
awhole lot different from scraping gum off the skate-rink floor at first. In thos:



searly weeks, I took Sgt. Jack’s tasks as a sign that no matter where I lived o
swho I lived with, I was bound to suffer at the hands of a bully. My scarre
.young mind was deep in the woe-is-me rinse cycle.
3 So was my brother’s. He didn’t last long on Sgt. Jack detail and retreatec
,to Buffalo pretty quickly. Crazy to think that Buffalo seemed like the bette
a2option. I wasn’t going anywhere, but that doesn’t mean I enjoyed it. At first,
despised the man and attempted to rebel. He’d come shake me awake, and
fwouldn’t move. Then he’d splash water in my face, and I took that too. If
astill didn’t get up, he’d come to my bedside with a metal trash can lid anc
ewhack it with a wooden spoon right next to my ear until I was up and on m
away to the garage to pick up my orders.
, 1 didn’t yet realize that Sgt. Jack was no Trunnis. He was my Mr. Miyagi
sNot in the sense that each chore came with specific instructions or that thos:
linstructions would manifest in skills that would deliver karate-tournamen
.salvation. He never sat back and said, “I’m teaching you how to be :
responsible young man.” Yet, I learned valuable life lessons.

Many of us will meet people like Sgt. Jack in our lives, an elder o
steacher who refuses to tell us what we want to hear in the way we want t
yhear it. When you’re emotionally scarred like I was, any and every hard lool
ror gruff reply, any order or mandate, can feel like a personal attack, anc
loftentimes, we tune them out to our own detriment. It took me a long time tc
<understand that there wasn’t anything personal about Sgt. Jack’s approach o
ehis list. It was all transactional.

His daughter—my mother—needed a place for us to stay, and in the rea
tworld, lodging isn’t free. As far as Sgt. Jack was concerned, that daily tasl
clist was the nightly bill to be paid. Not that my mom gave it a second thought
1She was busy with a full load of classes at the local university and two part
Itime jobs, a schedule she’d keep for the next six years until she graduatec
<with a master’s degree. The bill would have to be paid in my sweat.

Once school started, my work was divided into before- and after-schoo
1sessions, and there was rarely any respite. After I got home, schoolwork cam
efirst. Then, I had to complete all the tasks on the list correctly before I wa
sallowed to play basketball with my friends. At first, I had no idea what doinj
1a particular task correctly meant to the old man. The only direct feedback
agot from him was a straight-faced nod, which meant he approved, or a shaki
aof the head, which meant, “Try again.”

e I saw that a hell of a lot. His head shake of doom stalked me into my



rnightmares, where I would mow a lawn that never stopped growing out o
1control or attempt to clear rain gutters that were rimmed with saw-toothec
blades that threatened to chop my fingers off.
1  All things being equal, I preferred to be outside. I considered most of thi
rhouse a no-go zone because as badly as I felt I was being treated by Sgt. Jack
IT much preferred him to Morna. She was also of mixed race and could pas:
Ifor White if or when she needed to. She celebrated that fact by spraying th
IN-word around like an Ecolab exterminator hunting for a hive o
lcockroaches. More often than not, her favorite word landed on my head. Fo
yall the racists I met in Brazil, nobody called me “nigger” more than swee
grandma Morna, which only heightened the feeling that I was their persona
.slave.
> Months passed, and the tyranny did not relent. By then, I knew exactl
twhat Sgt. Jack expected from me. I knew how to cut the grass, rake the
aleaves, and wash the cars the way he wanted, but I felt sorry for mysel
because few, if any, of my friends had to do chores at all, let alone complete :
rdaily, military-grade task list. Plus, my grandparents still hadn’t demonstrate:
bany empathy for what I’d been through during the first eight years of my life.
< Clearly, they didn’t understand me. I was housed in their guestroom witl
1dated furniture and wallpaper. I didn’t have basketball posters on the walls.
ywasn’t given toys or cool sneakers or a stereo. Did they put out any effort tc
rmake that room more accommodating for a kid? Hell no! And the only way
could get back at them was by doing a half-assed job instead of working hart
lon the all-important tasks of the day. Of course, I was only victimizing
kmyself.
If I wasn’t done before dinnertime, they’d call me in. The meals were no
-kid-friendly. There were no burgers or hot dogs. It was baked chicken o
1roast meats with sides of collard greens, chitlins, and cabbage. I was expecte«
to clean my plate, whether I liked the food or not, and then go back out an«
Ifinish whichever tasks remained undone. I often worked well past sundown.
2 I couldn’t understand why my grandparents treated me this way. The onl
sexplanation my jacked-up eight-year-old brain could find was that, like my
sfather, they hated me and resented my presence in their home. Which is why
lin the early days, earning Sgt. Jack’s checkmark of approval meant nothing tt
eme, and I sleepwalked through his tasks like a zombie. I figured any half
assed attempt was good enough. Fuck it, and fuck him, I thought. I hated th:
yold bastard and didn’t care what he thought of me.



f  Six months later, though I still loathed the man, I changed my approach t
1the task list. I got up after the first wake-up call without delay. There woulc
be no more early-morning baptisms for me. Instead, I focused on the detail:
aSgt. Jack always noticed and finished each job right the first time. That wa
,the only way I’d get any free time to play basketball. However, my nev
sapproach produced an unexpected side effect as well: a sense of pride in a jol
awell done. In fact, that sense of pride came to mean more to me thai
fbasketball time.
r  When I washed his car collection, a weekly assignment, I knew ever
tdrop of water had to be wiped away with a chamois before the first coat o
lwax. I used SOS pads to get the white walls gleaming and buffed the hell ou
of every panel. I also used Armor All on the dashboards and all the viny
yinsides. I buffed the leather seats too. It bothered me if I saw streaks on the
aglass or chrome. I was annoyed if I missed a soiled spot or cut a corner hert
for there on any chore. I didn’t know it at the time, but that was a sign that
awas actually healing.
1  When a half-assed job doesn’t bother you, it speaks volumes about the
kind of person you are. And until you start feeling a sense of pride and self
wrespect in the work you do, no matter how small or overlooked those job:
Imight be, you will continue to half-ass your life. I knew I had every reason i1
>the world to rebel and remain a lazy motherfucker. I also sensed that wouls
Ionly make me more miserable, so I adapted. But no matter how well I did o
lhow fast I completed a given task, there were no atta’ boys or weekl
sallowance. No ice cream cones or surprise gifts, hugs, or high fives. In Sgt
Jack’s mind, I was finally doing what I should have been doing all along.
t My grandparents weren’t ice-cold to everyone. When my cousin came t
rstay for Christmas in 1983, there were hugs and kisses aplenty from botl
1Morna and Sgt. Jack because, unlike my mother, his mom insisted they trea
dher child with affection, not military discipline. The gifts piled up too. Thert
were toys and clothes and a barbecue where burgers and hot dogs wert
ygrilled to order, followed by bowls full of ice cream. Whatever he wanted anc
ywhenever he wanted it, my cousin got it.
y  “David, come on over here for a minute,” Sgt. Jack said while I eyeballec
omy cousin Damien as he scarfed down his bowl of ice cream. He’d been ther
-for two days and had enjoyed more ice cream than I had in six months. “
ehave a gift for you too.”
I followed him, almost shocked, until it became clear we were headed ou



yinto the garage as usual. Evidently, it was time to find out what a Christmas
Imorning task list looked like. Christmas was no different than the averag
sWednesday to my grandfather. He didn’t care if it was your birthday or any
sother holiday. The work would not stop. I grabbed the sheet of paper off hi:
vdesk as he wheeled over my Christmas present. It was a shiny new manua
>lawnmower with my initials monogrammed on the gleaming stainless-stee
1wheel hubs. There was snow on the ground, so I knew I didn’t need to mov
the lawn that morning, but there had been a sale on yard equipment a
yWestern Auto, and the old man never could pass up a sale.
f  “Merry Christmas,” he said with a grin. My cousin was being treated lik
ta prince, and the old fucker brought me out to the garage to troll me. I gues:
1I’ve had a lot of Merry Fucking Christmases in my life.
> Two separate events would soon change how I saw Sgt. Jack forever. Ii
ethe new year, my mom and I moved into our subsidized seven-dollar-a-montl
Iapartment in Lamplight Manor. The following summer, she enrolled me i
summer school down the road. One day, after class let out, I walked hom
awith a group of kids who lived nearby. One of them, a little girl namec
-Meredith, lived down the street, and we covered the last stretch together. He
sfather happened to be sitting on their front porch drinking a beer when we go
1to her house, and as soon as he saw me, he put that beer down, leanec
Iforward, stroked his beard, and glared at me like a mad dog.
r Mind you, while my grandmother called me “nigger,” I had neve
yexperienced any racism in public before. I simply thought he was mad at hi
.daughter when he barked, “Meredith, get your ass inside!” I didn’t think hi:
stress had anything to do with me. Later that evening, he called my mom anc
ywarned her that he was in the Ku Klux Klan.
1 “Tell your son to leave my daughter alone,” he said.
t  After she told him to go fuck himself, he said he would pay Sgt. Jack .
avisit. Everyone knew Sgt. Jack in Brazil, Indiana. He was friends with thi
amayor and other local leaders, who all considered him to be a churchgoiny
Ipatriot, a man of God and his word. He was proof that the American Drean
was real, and in the minds of many racist White boys in Brazil, he was one o
1“the good ones.” Clearly, this fool thought Sgt. Jack would straighten her anc
eme out. My mom smiled at the thought.
I  “Please do,” she said. Then she hung up and called her father.
When I saw Meredith’s dad again a few days later, he was on m
tgrandparents’ front porch. He’d come by unannounced, but Sgt. Jack wa:



-prepared. He looped his pistol through his belt and wore it like a sidearn
ewhen he opened his front door. I was huddled inside behind my grandfathe
yand around a corner but had a clear view when Meredith’s father noticed Sgt
sJack’s weapon and backed up a step. Sgt. Jack raised his chin another inch
llooked the man dead in the eye, but didn’t say a word.

1 “Look, Jack,” the Klansman began, “if your grandson doesn’t sto]
vwalking home from school with my daughter, we are going to have somu
tproblems.”

“The only problem we’re gonna have,” Sgt. Jack said, “is a deac
2Klansman on my front porch if you don’t get off my property.”

s I ran to the door in time to watch that man turn around, get back in hi
truck, and drive off. Then I looked over at Sgt. Jack, who nodded. It was th
1first time any adult had protected me from harm.
1 A few months later, I was in the driveway with Sgt. Jack and his frienc
1Bill while they worked on my grandfather’s Cadillac. Those two tinkerec
ewith cars almost every day. If they weren’t changing spark plugs or checkin;
loil, Sgt. Jack was flushing a radiator or steam cleaning an engine. When th
rday’s job was done, Bill slammed the steel hood down without realizing Sgt
tJack’s hands were still resting on the rim. The hood shattered fingers on botl
1of his hands, but he didn’t make a sound.

“Bill, lift the hood,” he said, calmly, still in complete control. The bloo«
rdrained from Bill’s face when he realized what he’d done. He was so shook
sit took a few seconds for him to jiggle the hood’s release. When he finally go
sit, Sgt. Jack pulled his bloody hands free, walked calmly into the house, anc
1found my grandmother.

“Morna,” he said, “I think you’d better drive me to the hospital.”

Witnessing that changed me. I’d never been around such strength anc
acomposure. I didn’t even know something like that was possible, and
ethought if I could be as tough as him one day, all of the suffering at the hand
sof my father, the shoveling snow and gravel, the raking leaves and washing
1cars, the cleaning rain gutters, the clipping hedges, and the lawn mowiny
fwould be worth it. I was still struggling to learn, to trust, to feel good abou
Imyself, and to find meaning in all the pain, but by seeing how Sgt. Jacl

handled that situation, I learned that being tough could be my way out.

I don’t mean my way out of Brazil. That wasn’t top of mind yet. I wa
ylooking for a way out of my fragile, wounded state of mind. There’s an ol
ssaying in the military, that “if you are stupid, you better be hard.” Back then



1l considered myself stupid. Partly because all that soft-ass scar tissue was stil
rso fresh it was hard to focus on my schoolwork, and my response was simpl?
.to be lazy. If I failed because I didn’t try, did I really fail? Then, I learned t
,cheat my way through. Sgt. Jack’s way didn’t involve whining, scheming, o
feeling sorry for yourself. He was about gritting his teeth, taking pride i
severything he did, and dealing head-on with whatever came his way.
e For longer than I could remember, I’d felt neglected and ignored. I wa
bitter when my friends and cousin could play when they wanted to, watcl
1television all day, and wear fresh gear to school. When would I ever ge
mine, I wondered? When would I get something for me and me alone? Tha
sday in the driveway was when I finally figured out that Sgt. Jack’s exampl«
ewas the gift I’d been hoping for all along. It was more impressive anc
satisfying than any present could be, tastier than any hamburger or hot dog
land sweeter than an ice cream sundae. It was the best and most important day
1in my miserable life so far.
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With my Mr. Miyagi

Sgt. Jack was a hard-ass teacher, but kids need hard-ass teachers sometimes.
know that might hurt your ears because things are different now. We ar



warned of the lasting effects of stress on children, and to compensate, parent
strategize about how to make their children’s lives comfortable and easy. Bu
is the real world always comfortable? Is it easy? Life is not G-rated. We mus
prepare kids for the world as it is.

Our generation is training kids to become full-fledged members o
Entitlement Nation, which ultimately makes them easy prey for the lion:
among us. Our ever-softening society doesn’t just affect children. Adults fal
into the same trap. Even those of us who have achieved great things. Evers
single one of us is just another frog in the soon-to-be-boiling water that is ou
soft-ass culture. We take unforeseen obstacles personally. We are ready to b
outraged at all times by the evil bullshit of the world. Believe me, I know al
about evil and have dealt with more bullshit than most, but if you catalos
your scars to use them as excuses or a bargaining chip to make life easier fo
yourself, you’ve missed an opportunity to become better and grow stronger
Sgt. Jack knew what awaited me as an adult. He was preparing me for th
grip of life. Whether he knew it or not, the man was training me to be .
savage.

The evolutionary equation is the exact same for everybody. It doesn’
matter who you are. You could be a young person looking to tap into you
power and become great or a mid-life adult or senior who’s never done
fucking thing but wants to achieve something before it’s too late. Or mayb
you’ve achieved a lot but are overcoming injury or illness or are simpl
uninspired and caught in emotional and physical quicksand. First, you mus
recognize that you have fallen off or are perpetually falling short. Next
accept that you are on your own. Nobody will come save you. They may
show you an example, like Sgt. Jack did for me and I’'m doing for you righ
now, but it will be up to you to do the work. Then, you must become
disciple of discipline.

Even after we moved into our own place, whenever my mom had to worl
late or go out of town, I’d spend the night at Sgt. Jack’s, and sure enough
there would be a wake-up call and a bill in the morning in the form of a tasl
list. And yes, like my dad, Sgt. Jack was a mean old man who expected me t
do as he said and work for free, but unlike Trunnis, he wrapped something
valuable in the discipline he served, and whenever I put maximum focus tc
each task, I earned a sense of pride that I hadn’t been able to find anyplac

Lelse.
> But it didn’t last.



s  Eventually, I grew into a rebellious teenager. I sagged my pants down
tflipped the middle finger at authority, and was well on my way to flunking
tout. I had become a punk, but Sgt. Jack didn’t try to tell me how to dress o
act, beyond insisting that, when I come across an adult, I had better gree
fthem with “sir” and “ma’am.” And though he knew about each and ever
sracial taunt and episode of vandalism I endured, he had no intention o
Istepping in to fight my battles anymore. I was almost grown, and they wer:
ymy storms to navigate. Not his.
r Like many disaffected teenagers, I wasn’t living a mission-driven life.
ewas merely existing. I had become lazy, and my attention to detail was lony
lgone because I didn’t have that guy looking over my shoulder on a daily
sbasis to keep me on point. The feeling of pride that I had back in the da
rworking Sgt. Jack’s property was nowhere to be found, but nobod
~considered this to be any kind of emergency. I was only seventeen, and evel
ethen, it was normal to give young kids plenty of space to do a whole lot o
anothing much. We’ve all heard parents say, “He is only a teenager,” or
“She’s only in college,” when explaining away bad habits or poor choices
tThe question is, when is the right time to start living instead of merel’
rexisting?
2 My time came when I received a letter informing me that my failing
egrades would keep me from graduating high school, which would also enc
ymy career in the Air Force before it started. The next day, I went back to Sgt
tJack and began staying over at his place more often. I asked for his task lists
,I wanted to work in his yard. I craved discipline because I had a sense i
ymight save me.
t  That’s the beauty of discipline. It trumps everything. A lot of us are bori
awith minimal talent, unhappy in our own skin and with the genetic makeuj
with which we were born. We have fucked-up parents, grow up bullied anc
<abused, or are diagnosed with learning disabilities. We hate our hometown
,our teachers, our families, and damn near everything about ourselves. Wi
<wish we could be born again as some other motherfucker in some other tim
sand place. Well, I am proof that rebirth is possible through discipline, whicl
3is the only thing capable of altering your DNA. It is the skeleton key that cai
yget you past all the gatekeepers and into each and every room you wish t
2enter. Even the ones built to keep you the fuck out!

It’s so easy to be great nowadays because so many people are focused o1
efficiency: getting the most for themselves with the least amount of time an



,effort. Let all of them leave the gym early, skip school, take sick days
3Commit to becoming the motherfucker with a never-ending task list.
r  This is where you make up the difference in potential. By learning tc
tmaximize what you do have, you will not only level the playing field but alsc
ysurpass those born with more natural ability and advantages than you. Le
fyour hours become days, then weeks, then years of effort. Allow discipline tc
aseep into your cells until work becomes a reflex as automatic as breathing
With discipline as your medium, your life will become a work of art.
I  Discipline builds mental endurance because when effort is your maii
spriority, you stop looking for everything to be enjoyable. Our phones an
ysocial media have turned too many of us inside out with envy and greed a
ywe get inundated with other people’s success, their new cars and houses, bi
ycontracts, resort vacations, and romantic getaways. We see how much fui
1everyone else is having and feel like the world is passing us by, so we bitcl
fabout it and then wonder why we are not where we want to be.
,  When you become disciplined, you don’t have time for that bullshit. You
.insecurities become alarm bells reminding you that doing your chores o
yhomework to the utmost of your ability and putting in extra time on the job o
in the gym are requirements for a life well-lived. A drive for self
soptimization and daily repetition will build your capacity for work and giv
lyou confidence that you can take on more. With discipline as your engine
.your workload and output will double, then triple. What you won’t see, a
.least not at first, is the fact that your own personal evolution has begun tc
tbear fruit. You won’t see it because you’ll be too busy taking action.

Discipline does not have a belief system. It transcends class, color, an
1gender. It cuts through all the noise and strife. If you think that you ar
ybehind the eight ball for whatever reason, discipline is the great equalizer. I
derases all disadvantages. Nowadays, it doesn’t matter where you are from o
,who you are; if you are disciplined, there will be no stopping you.
> Believe me, I know none of that comes easy. I struggled to get up befort
athe sun on that first morning back on Sgt. Jack detail. I hadn’t dealt with
10500 wake-up call in so long, it felt too sudden. I was lethargic as hell as th
1bed sucked me back into its cushy-ass arms. The pull to stay lazy wa
stronger than it had ever been.

That’s how it works when you’re trying to change. The call to remair
1complacent will only grow louder until you silence it with a pattern o
dbehavior that leaves no doubt about your mission. Lucky for me, I knew th:



.stakes were too high to fall into that trap, so high that I didn’t have time tc
wake up slowly. I needed to knock out my chores before school so I could hi
the books after I got home.
>  Still drowsy and dragging, I remembered that whenever I ran or playe«
tball, I felt better afterward. I was just a dumb kid. I didn’t know anythiny
yabout the science of endorphins and how they trigger an energized anc
.positive feeling in the body and brain after a workout. But I knew how I felt
and that was enough. I dropped down and hit a max set of push-ups. By th
1time I was done, I had the energy I needed to run to the garage, grab my tasl
dlist, and get to work. That became my new pattern. Wake up earlier than I ha
sto, do my max set of push-ups, and then get cracking.
3 It was during those days of struggle and striving, when I didn’t know if
awould actually graduate or be accepted by the Air Force, that I first realized
1am at my best when I am a disciple of discipline. The further I got away fron
it, and from Sgt. Jack, the worse I became. While I still didn’t like waking uj
rearly or most of the chores I had to do, those were the very things that turne
rme into someone I could be proud of.
r I also knew Sgt. Jack wouldn’t always be around to lead by example. Hi
-was already in his late eighties and had started to slow down. Old age hac
ecrept up on him. He slept much more and didn’t move very well, whicl
,meant it was time to learn how to hold myself accountable. His task lists hac
ttaught me how to prioritize and attack each day with a plan of action, so
sstarted getting up before him. I’d do my push-ups, walk the perimeter of hi
property well before dawn, and assess what needed to be done. By the tim
lhe was at his desk sipping coffee, I was already working.
2 Once he saw that I took the initiative to not only do the tasks that wouls
tnormally be on the list but identify additional work to be done, his list
rshrank and then disappeared altogether. At home, Sgt. Jack’s task list
evolved into my Accountability Mirror, which helped me build the habit
enecessary to graduate on time, pass the ASVAB, and enlist in the Air Force.
a2 From then on, whenever I had a purpose or a task in front of me, I didn’
econsider it done until I'd completed it to the best of my ability. When that’.
sthe way you live your life, you no longer need a task list or an Accountabilit
Mirror because when you see the grass is high, you cut the grass right then. I
1you’re lagging behind in school or work, you study your ass off or stay lat
fand take care of business. When it came time to lose one hundred pounds t(
ebecome a SEAL, I knew exactly what I had to do. I had to tap back into bein



Ja disciple of discipline, but I didn’t need a task list. Writing it down woulc
thave only cut into my workout time, and I didn’t have a single minute tc
spare.
1  Once, those task lists were a burden. Today, I burn with an inner driv:
3shaped by doing the shit I didn’t want to do over and over again. And it won’
llet me relax until I’ve done what needs to be done every damn day.
, My post-Leadville breakdown was physically challenging yet mentall
eexhilarating because it allowed me to bask in the power of my mind. The
<hard work it took to get back to the starting line of Leadville demanded that
dgo back to being the disciple of discipline Sgt. Jack helped create. Granted,
still don’t know what his objective was. Was he trying to shine a patl
Iforward and make me better, or did he just want free labor? In the end, i
Ididn’t matter. It was up to me to interpret why he did it, what it meant, an
1spin it to create forward momentum.
> It will always be up to you to find the lesson in every shitty situation anc
luse it to become stronger, wiser, and better. No matter what comes down o1
your head, you must find a glimmer of light, remain positive, and never trea
ayourself as a victim. Especially if you intend to thrive in a harsh world whert
lyou have to work for everything that matters. I’'m not talking about materia
1things. I’m talking about self-respect, self-love, and self-mastery.
1  Minutes before waking up to the morning after Leadville, rank as fuck
Iwith my shitty shorts still looped around my thighs, I flashed to one of thi
slast times I saw Sgt. Jack alive. It was at my graduation from basic training i1
athe Air Force. In spite of his poor health, he was adamant about attending
and as a World War II vet, he was given a VIP seat on the dais among thi
1brass.
s All the years I knew him, he’d never said, “Good job,” to me. I neve
sonce heard him say, “I love you.” But when they announced my name and
smarched across that stage in my Dress Blues to officially become an airmai
like him, we locked eyes, and I watched one solitary tear snake down hi:
tcheek. Sgt. Jack was beaming, and it was obvious that he was proud as hell t
sbe my grandfather.
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Me and Sgt. Jack at graduation from basic training.






EVOLUTION NO. 5

THESE ARE THE FACTS, AND THEY ARE UNDISPUTED. Y OUR PROBLEMS AND YOUR PAS
aren’t on anybody else’s agenda. Not really. You may have a few people i
your inner circle who care about what you’re going through, but for the mos
part, no one gives a shit because they’re dealing with their own issues an
focused on their own lives.

I learned that the hard way. On our drive from Buffalo to 117 Soutl
McGuire Street in Brazil, Indiana when I was eight years old, I assumed
was going to walk into the biggest pity party of all time. I expected balloons
cake, ice cream, and big warm hugs. Instead, it was as if all the pain anc
terror never happened. Sgt. Jack didn’t deal in pity. He was out to harden m
shell, and that’s exactly what he did.

Pity is a soothing balm that turns toxic. At first, when your family anc
friends commiserate with you and validate the reasons you have fo
grumbling about your circumstances, it lands like sympathy. But the mor
comfort pity brings you, the more external validation you’ll crave and the les;
independent you will become. Which will make it that much more difficul
for you to gain any traction in life. That’s the vicious cycle of pity. It sap:
self-esteem and inner strength, which makes it harder to succeed, and witl
each subsequent failure, you will be more tempted to pity yourself.

Look, I get it. Life isn’t fair or easy. A lot of us are doing a job that wi
don’t want to do. We feel we are above the tasks coming our way and that th
world, or God, or the fates have sentenced us to live in a box we do no
belong in. When I was a night-shift security guard at a local hospital, I fel
that work was beneath me, so I showed up every night with a voice in m
head screaming, I don’t want to be here! And that infected everything abou
my life. I ate my feelings, blew up, and slipped into a deep depression.
wanted a different life, but my shitty attitude made it impossible to creat
one.



Every minute you spend feeling sorry for yourself is another minute no
getting better, another morning you miss at the gym, another evening wastec
without studying. Another day burned when you didn’t make any progres
toward your dreams, ambitions, and deepest desires. The ones you’ve had i
your head and heart your entire life.

Every minute you spend feeling sorry for yourself is another minute spen
in the dungeon thinking about what you lost or the opportunities that hawv
been snatched away or squandered, which inevitably leads to the Grea
Depression. When you are depressed, you are likely to believe that nobody

runderstands you or your plight. I used to think that way. But when Sgt. Jacl
,banged that trash can lid inches from my ear in the morning, he was telling
¢me I wasn’t the only little boy who got whipped or suffered from toxic stress
jSometimes, the emotions we feel are a product of a fucked-up past
Sometimes, we just don’t want to get up at 0500 and do hours of chore
,before school because it sucks. Sgt. Jack expected me to perform no matte
rwhat I’d been through or what time it was.
| In response, my feelings got hurt. I stalled getting out of bed until the las
ipossible moment and half-assed my way through my mornings as part of
-mindless, mopey rebellion. He didn’t give a rat’s ass. That grass still needec
to be cut, the leaves needed to be raked, and the weeds needed to be pulled
jNo matter how much I belly-ached, this work needed to get done, and i
rwould get done by me. My feelings were costing me a ton of time because n
omatter how I felt, there was a task in front of me, and that’s all that mattere«
sin the present moment.
¢ The only thing that ever matters is the present moment. Yet too man
speople let their depression or regret hijack their day. They let their feeling
,about the past hijack their lives. Perhaps their fiancé left them at the altar, o
they got fired without cause. Guess what? One day, they will pan back an«
orealize that nobody fucking cared about any of that but them. I don’t car
~what you’ve been through. I can feel bad for you. I can have sympathy fo
¢you, but my sympathy won’t get you anywhere. When I was a young
tdamaged kid, feeling sorry for myself didn’t help me. What helped wa
ycleaning those whitewalls right the first time.
t We cannot get time back, so we must be minute hoarders. The earlier
rget up, the more I do. The less time I stay in pity-party-feel-sorry-for-mysel
oland, the stronger I become and the more daylight I see between me anc
everyone else. When you separate yourself from the pack by cultivating the



tvalues and priorities that lead to greatness, mountains of adversity anc
lhardship become speed bumps, and that makes it easier to adapt to the roac
sahead and build the new life or sense of self you crave.

1 When I went to live with Sgt. Jack, I was forced to adapt extremely fast
Everyone was hard on me my whole life, but I came out of all that witl
tlessons learned that stuck with me. Those who learn to adapt survive anc
ethrive. Don’t feel sorry for yourself. Get strategic. Attack the problem.

t  When you adapt, you will begin to see everything that comes your way a
ya stepping stone on your progression toward a higher plane. High-paying
<esteemed jobs are generally not entry level. You have to start somewhere, bu
smost people see the thankless tasks that must be completed in order t
.advance as burdens instead of opportunities. That makes it impossible fo
~them to learn. You’ve got to find the lesson in every shitty task or low-wagi
sjob. That requires humility. I wasn’t humble enough to appreciate my
rexperience in security, so my attitude was foul as fuck. I thought I deserve«
much better, oblivious to the fact that almost everybody starts at the botton
tand, from there, it’s attitude and action that determine the future.

a2 Humility is the antidote to self-pity. It keeps you rooted in reality anc
lyour emotions in check. I’'m not suggesting you should be satisfied with ai
.entry-level job. I’'m never satisfied, but you must appreciate what you havi
twhile staying hungry enough to learn everything you can. You need to leari
>to wash the dishes, flip the burgers, sweat over the deep fryer, sweep up th
1job site, work in the mailroom, and answer the phones. That’s how you builc
proficiency. It’s important to learn every aspect of any business before yor
ymove up. You can’t rise if you’re weighed down by bitterness anc
sentitlement. Humility hardens your spine and encourages you to stand tall
rsecure in yourself no matter what anyone else thinks. And that ha
dtremendous value.

> I once heard a story about a Master Sergeant in the Army named Willian
rCrawford that exemplifies the power of humility. He retired in 1967 and tool
,a job as a janitor at the Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs. The cadet
she cleaned up after paid him little mind, in part because he was reportedl’
painfully shy but also because these cadets were elite students on an office
Itrack, and Master Sergeant Crawford was just a janitor. Or so they thought
fThey had no clue that he was also a war hero.

1 In September 1943, the 36th Infantry Division was getting blitzed b
2German machine-gun fire and mortars during a pivotal World War II battls



1for a piece of Italian real estate known as Hill 424. The Americans wert
Ipinned down with no escape route until Crawford spied three machine-gui
nests and crawled beneath rivers of bullets to toss a grenade into each o
them. His bravery saved lives and allowed his company to advance to safi
1ground, and after the third direct hit, the Germans abandoned Hill 424, bu
Inot before they took Crawford prisoner.

Presumed to be killed in action, tales of his heroism spread amon;
sinfantrymen and traveled up the chain of command. In 1944, he was awarde
,the Medal of Honor, the highest decoration in the U.S. military. Becaus:
teveryone thought he was dead, his father accepted the medal on his behalf
L ater that same year, he was found in a liberated POW camp, oblivious to thi
rhype surrounding his name.
> In 1976, an Academy cadet and his roommate read about that battle anc
yconnected the dots. Their humble janitor had won the Medal of Honor! Cai
lyou imagine what went through their heads? The Medal of Honor speaks tc
1everything a military person reveres. Not the medal itself, but the courage an

selflessness inside the human being who earned that medal. Those student:
lwanted to be him, and there he was, mopping their floors and cleaning thei
1bathrooms every day. Master Sergeant Crawford was a walking lesson i1
aself-esteem, courage, character, and, especially, humility.
1 The way I see it, Master Sergeant William Crawford had figured it ths
efuck out. The Medal of Honor didn’t change him. He rose to prominence b
Istaying humble and risking his own life to save others and retired into th
1service of others. It was never about him, and that gave him strength.
1 People who feel sorry for themselves are obsessed with their owi
,problems and their own fate. Is that really much different than the greedy anc
segotistical people who want to feel better than everybody else? The higher

climb in my life, the more I realize how much I need to mop that floor
1Because that’s where all the knowledge is. There is no grit at the top, no test
<of resolve in steak dinners, five-star hotels, or spa treatments. Once you maki
sit in this world, you have to freefall back to the bottom in some way to kee]
ylearning and growing.

r I call this “trained humility.” It’s a shedding of your skin that allows yor
.to take on a mission that no one else can see and do whatever needs to b

done next. Trained humility is service but also strength. Because, when yot
yare humble enough to remember that you’ll never know it all, each lesso1
ayou learn only makes you hungrier to learn more, and that will put you on «



apath that guarantees you will grow all the way to the grave.
1

Continued growth only comes when you are willing to be humble. #TrainedHumility
#NeverFinished

U

« T D

e LT = ST

w

m <

[gP]

e



path that guarantees you will grow all the way to the grave.

Continued growth only comes when you are willing to be humble. #TrainedHumility
#NeverFinished



CHAPTER SIX

THE ART OF GETTING HIT
IN THE MOUTH

LEADVILLE REMINDED ME OF WHAT I’D BEEN MISSING IN MY LIFE FOR WAY TOO LONG
the steep trails, the waves of pain and exhaustion, and yet another cage matcl
with my own demons. I appreciated having a pacer and being able to shart
the experience with Kish for the first time. I even relished the aftermath, and
left Colorado wanting more.

The following week, I helped my mom move from Nashville to La
Vegas. On the twenty-six-hour drive, I had plenty of time to complete m
After Action Report and review each aspect of the race. One thing abou
Leadville that I kept coming back to was how much bigger the sport of ultr:
running had become since my heyday. Back then, 100-milers were run by
hard-core endurance athletes like me who sought deeper water. That nc
longer seemed to be the case. There was great beauty in that. It was evidenct
that more motherfuckers were digging deeper. They were curious. The
craved more self-knowledge and were willing to pay the toll in pain an
suffering. I respected that, but if one hundred miles had become accessible
where was the new deep end?

That thought both excited and unnerved me because it implied that
despite all I’d done in the past, there was still more to give and a lot further t
go. I knew that, of course. Shit, I preach it all the time, but now I felt it like «
slap in the face I didn’t see coming.

It’s funny how our goals are only as elastic as our sense of self, of wh
we are and what we think we can accomplish. If all you’ve ever done is rui
three miles at a clip, then a ten-mile run can feel as far as the moon. You



mind will compile reasons why that distance is beyond you, and you ma
believe them. If ten becomes the new normal, then a half or full marathor
may be the next step. After a marathon comes ultra. Each time you level up
your mind will step in like an overbearing chaperone and try to shut down thi
party. That very dynamic was playing out in my own mind on the long drive.

I flashed to a thirty-mile run I’d done with Cameron Hanes in Oregol

back in December 2018. While we hammered the trails around hi:
hometown, he gushed about a brand-new race he’d finished two month
earlier. It wasn’t a 100-miler. It was a 240.3-mile trail race with nearly thirt
thousand feet of elevation gain (that’s more than the elevation of Moun
Everest) among the red-rock formations, sheer drop-offs, and desolated peak:
of Moab, Utah. Two hundred and forty fucking miles? Was that the new deej
end?

When I was learning to swim as a teenager, I spent all my time in th
:shallow end of the pool because there was no fear there. Even after I’c
1become proficient, I swam laps in the shallow end because it soothed m
aknowing that with each stroke, I damn near scraped bottom. If I got too tirec
Ior wanted to quit, I could simply stand up, and that gave me both comfort anc

confidence. It allowed me to work on my stroke without fear getting in th
sway. There is nothing inherently wrong with that, as long as we are clear tha
ythe shallow-end work we put in is all about preparation for the deep end. Bu
tthat was not my mindset at that point in my life.
a2 The way the pool complex was laid out made it impossible to ignore th
ydeep end. Each day I left the locker room, I had to walk by the ten-foo
ysection. Occasionally, I stepped to the ledge and looked down. That ten-foo
afloor felt bottomless to me, so I tucked tail and strolled toward the cozy littls
ythree-foot marker. With each step, my dread faded while my comfort swelled
land that fucked with my psyche. I did my best to clear it out of my mind as
.swam, but it lodged in there like a thorn, lap after lap, day after day.

When something continually looms in the back of your mind like .
,taunting, that’s an alarm. It’s a signal that you need to evaluate and addres:
dthat issue, or it may become a life-long fear, looming larger each day until i
amorphs into an obstacle you may never overcome. There is nothing wronj

with being afraid or hesitant. We all have our reasons for remaining in thi
>shallow end, but we must make our shallow end a training ground. Too often
1we treat our training terrain as a La-Z-Boy. We lay back, get comfy, and thei
rhave the audacity to wonder why our lives aren’t getting any better while wi



ydo the same shit we’ve always done. I should have been using my time in ths
1shallow end as mental preparation, imagining deep water with every stroke.

,  You have to train your mind as if you are already there. If you get tirec
ewhile swimming laps in the shallow end, don’t give yourself the option o
standing up in the middle of the lane. Your only resting point should be thi
1gunnel at the other end of the pool. That way, when you get to the ten-foo
send, you know from experience that you can make the distance. But bacl
sthen, I was merely a survivor. I wasn’t a warrior capable of thriving i
ydiscomfort, so I chose to bury my dread and logged my pool hours in thi
tshallows with no end in sight.

s A lot of us grow out of life’s shallow end but stay there because we fea
>the unknown. I’'m thinking of those who remain in a secure job they hat
instead of cutting ties and starting up their own business or applying for «
enew position elsewhere. Most are intimidated by an unknown future fillec
lwith variables and consequences they can’t control or foresee. I know
aperson who ran other people’s thriving businesses for twenty years but wa
lafraid to run her own. She knew every aspect of what it took to become :
1successful entrepreneur, but rather than acknowledge her experience and us:
2it as a confidence supply, she let her irrational fears keep her running in plact
tfor someone else. You need to evaluate what you are feeling. Not ever
temotion deserves to be ratified. Remember, if you stay where you’ve alway:
been, you will never learn if you have what it takes to venture into the dee|
ewater.

t I felt a glimmer of that old foreboding as we zoomed through th
tSouthwest on the way to Nevada with Moab on my mind. I shook my head i1
adisbelief. Was my mind still trying to stop me after all these years? I though
,I’d tamed that motherfucker. And I had, but Moab 240 was something
Ientirely new for me, so fear was a natural response. By then, I knew tha
there were no tricks around fear. The only way to neutralize it was to commi
ato doing the fucking thing that freaked me out and then proceed to outsmar
smy fear through knowledge and preparation.

t  That night, I googled the race and surveyed the course. It was a rolle
3coaster, traveling up and down from four thousand feet in elevation to 10,50(
efeet and back again. The weather would be unpredictable, with the potentia
,to deliver serious heat and extreme cold. The distances between aid stations
aranging from nine to nineteen miles, were more than in any other event I hac
aever done, so I would have to haul a lot more gear than I did for Leadville



aThe suck factor would be high, but you had 110 hours to finish, which mean
you could break it up if you wanted to. A lot of people did, but that’s not hov
1I tackle these events. I run straight through and tempt the course to reveal jus
fhow fit I am, physically and mentally.
2 On August 23, I emailed race headquarters in Moab and inquired abou
tsigning up. I received a reply within twenty-four hours. The race wa
<scheduled for early October, and I could still apply for a spot. That gave muq
1six weeks to train, and those weeks were already packed with multipl
aspeaking gigs, work commitments, and a lot of travel. All good. I’d find th
time to put in the 100-mile weeks required to be ready for the longest run o
rmy career.

e
sRace day was on us in a blink. I gathered with 108 runners from all over th

jworld before dawn on October 11 in Moab, Utah. Some pumped their fists
aOthers high-fived. They were trying to get motivated to take on hell as i
sgetting happy would insulate them from the reality of what they’d signed uj
yfor. That’s not me. When I toe the line, I get real quiet. Almost like I’m filing
einto a funeral. I know the race will bleed the life out of all of us, some mor
sthan others, so I grieve for the misery to come. Right up until the hon
ysounds.
s  As usual, my leg muscles started out tight. While they were stronger anc
»in better condition than they’d been going into Leadville, my knees wer
“sore. Especially my left knee. During training, it had gotten to the poin
awhere I could barely step off a curb without cringing. It took thirty minutes o
2hobbling before I loosened up enough to find my stride. That became normal
tThe pain always faded to manageable, and my range of motion tended to kicl
3in once I was warmed up, but I had never run 240 miles in one chunk before
tWould my knees last that long?
t Moab 240 was a different animal in many ways. It wasn’t simply the
tdistance or altitude. The course was a single loop—a network of singletracl
trails, sloping rock, open desert, and fire roads—but it wasn’t fully marked
rso we had to download and mind a particular GPS app on our phones to mak
)sure we stayed on course. Also, we were required to carry a survival kit alony
1with our other gear because there were sections that were inaccessible to ou
,crews or race staff. We had to be able to fend for ourselves and navigate i1
1the wild. This was more than a race. It was a true adventure.

My initial test came right after meeting up with my crew for the first tims



tat mile 17.8, where I stopped long enough to stuff my pack with everything
vI’d need for the next fifty-five miles. Although there would be aid stations
tthey were not accessible to crews, which meant I wouldn’t see mine agaii
until mile seventy-two. I grabbed gels, powders, extra food and batteries, an«
ta back-up headlamp. I had a 1.5-liter bladder zipped into my pack and twz
swater bottles slotted into the pack’s shoulder pockets. But what made the nex
oten hours so hard wasn’t the length or the extra weight. It was th
etemperature.
e The first seventy-two miles of the course ran across a blend of terrain. A
ftimes, we were on trails, but without warning, the trail would disappear fron
under our feet, and I'd find myself running down a sloping rock fac
wondering where the hell it went. Early on, there was a cluster of ten of us o
eso out there, our heads on a swivel, checking the app to see if our blinking
-triangle was still on the dotted line. After four or five hours, we were al
fstrung out, and then, it was just me, out there alone, navigating on the run.
D) I didn’t mind being alone because it kept me thinking, and the comple:
3terrain demanded that I keep my situational awareness (SA) way up. I dialec
2in my nutrition and hydration, making sure to eat and drink at plannec
lintervals regardless of how good I felt. Any blip in the trail, any potentia
wrong turn, made me stop and locate where I was and where I needed to be
1Sometimes, the cross-country sections lasted a mile or longer. Other times
ewe were on a distinct trail or road for hours. I was running well, and all wa
tgoing according to plan until I passed the fifty-mile mark. That’s when th
fdesert turned cold. The sun was still up, but the wind was unseasonably crisp
-and that was bad news.
< 1 have a condition called Raynaud’s phenomenon. In cold weather, thi
“blood flow to my extremities becomes restricted, and blood pools in my core
Back when I was stationed in Chicago and running ultras almost ever
2weekend, I ran during the brutal Chicago winter armed with two layers o
<thin gloves beneath a pair of ski gloves. Over all of that, I’d pull on thicl
»wool socks, and even then, my hands would be fucked up. I bought a pair o
2battery-powered, heated gloves just before my Frozen Otter race in 2014
3which kept my hands at normal body temperature and enabled my blood t
I'keep flowing. I won that race in part because of those gloves.
1 T brought those same heated gloves with me to Utah, but Moab in earl
October wasn’t supposed to be anywhere close to as cold as mid-winter i
2Chicago, and because I had to carry all my own gear and was due to see m



screw again at mile 72.3 not long after sunset, I didn’t think it made sense tc
,pack the gloves and the bulky batteries. My strategy for races like this ha
1always been to keep everything simple and light. I race streamlined.
1 I hadn’t guessed my fingers would stiffen up from the cold with the su
ostill out. I knew they might soon become useless, so I stopped, pulled on
tpair of thin gloves—which were essentially glove liners—removed m
abladder from my pack, and secured it against my chest. I’d had the bladde
and drinking hose freeze up in races before—including at Frozen Otter—anc
tI couldn’t afford to be dehydrated and freezing at the same time.
1 There was an aid station at mile 57.3 kitted out with water and foo«
astands—they had someone grilling burgers and another stirring a pot of soup
rThere was plenty of seating so runners could kick back and eat and drinl
stheir fill, but it wasn’t a crew meet-up, so the one thing I needed most—m
lheated gloves—remained out of reach. I didn’t eat too much, and though m
fingers had lost dexterity, I managed to refill my bladder. After that, ther
xwasn’t much to do but keep pushing while the sun slanted lower and lower i1
1the sky.
1  Thanks to my Raynaud’s, my hands and feet felt as heavy and inflexibl
las ice bricks, my fingers were frozen stiff, but my chest was steamin
.because so much warm blood had pooled in my torso. That made me thirsty
,as hell, and I sucked my bladder dry by mile sixty-four. I still had two ful
swater bottles, but I couldn’t drink from them because they were the type tha
el needed to squeeze to get a flow. I brainstormed how to take the lid off witl
,my mouth and could have done it if I’d stopped to take the time, but tha
would have made me even colder, so I decided against it. I was hungry as shi
abut couldn’t access the food in my pack because my fingers were so wrecked
. All T could think about was reaching the aid station to get those damn heate«
ygloves on my hands.
f  Alone beneath starry skies, I zeroed in on staying on course and on task
<That meant minding the trail and GPS tracker while keeping a steady pace
fbut time ticks slowly when you’re freezing and thirsty and you know you
,could solve your problems if only your fucking hands worked. I wasn’
surprised to feel my energy drain away. My hands hadn’t been this cold sinc:
SEAL training, and I leaned into those memories to push me uphill. Onc
yagain, I called upon past triumphs to push me forward. I wouldn’t let mysel
abitch about the fact that my body had begun to betray me yet again. I blocke«
ythat shit out and ran on. Somehow, I made it and slow jogged into the 72.3



»mile aid station dehydrated and cold all the way through.
s It was dark as fuck. There were dozens of support crews spread out o1
flat patches of dirt on both sides of a gravel road in the middle of nowhere
1My bones rattled but only for as long as it took to register what wa
ahappening and find my team. Then, I reined it in. I didn’t want to show m
ycrew so much as a twitch. Crewing races is thankless enough. I didn’t neec
rthem concerned about anything beyond getting me ready for the next leg.
1  Kish was the only one who knew about my Raynaud’s, and she quickly
passed my heated gloves to Jason, one of our crew, who passed them to me
1He figured I could put them on myself but watched me peel my thin glove
.off my fingers with my teeth and saw that they had become ghost-white
<When a Black man’s fingers are white as fresh snow, you know something i
ytruly fucked up! He did his best to stuff my frozen hands into the gloves. I
ywas like dressing a baby. He had to force each finger into place, one by one.
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Even after a ten-minute hot shower, my hands still showing the effects of Raynaud’s

My hands weren’t the only issue. Something was off with my lungs. While
have had respiratory problems in the past when it got cold, this felt different



I filed that concern away and focused on hydration, getting some food in me
and warming up. The heated gloves—which by now were covered by an evei
thicker pair of larger gloves—thawed my hands out, and I figured as m
blood flow shifted back toward normal, my lungs would find some relief. Al
of that seemed to hold true because within fifteen minutes, I was energizec
and ready to get back out on the course.

With a pacer by my side, I found a rhythm and started devouring miles a
we rolled through Moab’s signature red-rock desert countryside under .
blizzard of stars. Before long, I was in and out of the next aid station anc
running with my next pacer along a trail that became a rocky razor’s edge.
felt comfortable, but Joe, my pacer for this leg, was freaked the fuck ou
when that trail skirted a deep crater. I peered over the edge. A deep abys:
swallowed the glow of my headlamp. The only thing I could see clearly wa
that now was not the time to lose our footing. We checked into the next aic
station at mile 102.3, approximately twenty-one hours into the race and i1
second place.

That didn’t mean a whole lot. I was running well, so far, but we weren’
even halfway done. I flashed back to the start, when so many motherfucker:
were giddy and excited. I wondered how they felt now. Exhausted? Cold
Scared? Were they still as motivated as they were one hundred miles ago
That’s why I never get emotional or over-excited at the beginning o
something hard. The same is true when it comes to monitoring my progress.
never celebrate anything in the middle of a race. Better to stay calm, focuse
on my own shit, and aware that what I’ve gotten myself into is not a gam
and that there are hungry forces well beyond my control waiting to pounc
from behind. A 240-mile run will never be a joy ride. If you’re feeling happ?
with yourself, odds are the tide is about to turn.

That is why it’s so important to stay humble and keep that SA up at al
times, a lesson I would relearn the hard way as we left the aid station by th
light of our headlamps and ran onto a wide gravel road. The sun rose whils
we ran, and with my new pacer in charge of lead navigation duties and thy
leader’s fresh footprints to follow, I clocked into autopilot. I even put my
phone away, the one with the GPS app I’d downloaded for the race. What dic
I need that for with my co-pilot on nav duty?

There are three crucial requirements to maintaining a high level of SA
The first is astute perception. You need to see the environment clearly. Tha
~means knowing where you are on the map and having a good idea where th



,pitfalls might lie. Sometimes, the pitfall might be a member of your tean
awho isn’t as squared away as you’d expected.
y It also requires a 360-degree comprehension of the current situation. Yot
Imust understand the entire picture and take the time to investigate blind spot:
1—areas you might not otherwise see because of exhaustion or low light. Yot
also better have a plan to compensate for any limitations you identify.
s  Finally, there is projection. Based on your perception and comprehension
awhat will your future status be? You can’t make decisions based solely on th
1present. You need to think like a chess master and strategize several move
Idown the line. Unfortunately for me, I fucked that all up.
t  When we hit an intersection near the bottom of a long descent, my pace
sread the footprints and kept on running, and I followed. A few clicks dow1
sthe road, I noticed that those footprints had turned around but didn’t give it
Isecond thought because I trusted my pacer and never checked the GPS t
1confirm we were still on course. We just kept right on going.

Kish was tracking our progress on her phone using the race leaderboard
twhich updated our location every five minutes. She could see that I wa
sfloating farther and farther out of bounds, and it stressed her out. Race HC
?noticed too, and, like Kish, they sent messages and tried to call us for two an
?a half hours, but my pacer’s phone was out of range and mine was packe
faway. We didn’t know that the race leader had made the same wrong turn wi
Idid, but his phone somehow had reception, and he answered whei
lheadquarters called to alert him. That’s why those footprints doubled bacl
eafter a couple of miles while we kept going for more than ten.
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The tail of the loop is the Goggins bonus miles section and each square represents a five minute update

Part of me sensed we were lost, but I didn’t realize that my pacer hadn’
downloaded the GPS app properly because I never spot-checked him. Spo
checks are a regular part of Ranger School. Each candidate is required tc
carry several specific items in their bag throughout training, and Range
Instructors are known to stop and ask random candidates to pull out any on
of those specific items at any time. That’s a spot check. I should have spot
checked my pacer’s phone and made 100 percent sure the app wa
operational before we left the aid station. Not because I didn’t trust him, bu
because it was four in the morning and neither of us had slept. When I sav
the footprints disappear, I missed another opportunity to double-check tha
we were still on course.

We hadn’t seen a marker in miles, and both of us were out of food anc
water by the time we reached the next unmarked intersection. That’s whei
his phone blew up with dozens of text messages and missed calls from Kish
He stopped cold, his phone in his hand, with a blank look on his face. H



didn’t even have to say it. Without a word, I turned and started running bacl
in the other direction.

Was I pissed off? Not really. Headquarters had been clear that the cours:
was unmarked in many places, which is why I’d paid close attention to my
GPS for the first 72.3 miles. But as soon as I picked up my pacers, I lef
everything up to them, and whenever I go into a non-thinking mode, I alway:
fail. It happened at Delta Selection, and it happened again in Moab. SA is on
of my greatest strengths. I take pride in reading terrain, being in tune witl
myself, and dialing in situations, and whenever my SA drops, whatever I’vi
engaged in falls apart like instant karma.

I had my reasons for handing off nav duty. I was trying to run my rac
straight through without any sleep. I knew that would take over two and
half days, and I thought it would be more manageable if all I had to do wa:
run and focus on my form, nutrition, and hydration so I could break througl
any performance barriers and deal with any discomfort that popped up
Remember, I’d already been running for twenty-four hours by the time wi
made that wrong turn. I was exhausted, and it felt good not to have to thinl
so much. But there is never a time in your life where you should give in t
that autopilot mentality.

Before the race, I explained to my pacers that their only job was to not ge

. me lost, which I considered a worst-case scenario. Now that we were here
what good would blowing up at my pacer do? That would have made a bar
problem even worse. We needed to focus on getting back on course. Plus,
Still needed his help to finish the race. I couldn’t shatter his confidence an
ymorale or turn the other crew members against him. Especially since I wa
the one at fault.
»  You never want to rely on someone else to lead you in your race. I shouls
_have used my pacer as a backstop navigator and kept my eyes on my owl
sGPS the entire time. You cannot miss a turn! And any time you think yot
¢may have missed something, you must stop and nuke it right then. I shoulc
/have had my phone out and checked the GPS app every five to ten minutes i
¢hot every mile, but I got lazy because my brain craved a break. I knew 24(
miles were no joke and demanded dedication and perseverance, yet I le
jsomeone else navigate for me and never even spot-checked them. I coul
,choose to be upset at them if I wanted to, but the only person accountable fo
_this mess was me.
~ Too many leaders deflect blame and point fingers instead of calling

-



<themselves out, but when they do that, nothing gets fixed in the short or long

term. I immediately recognized that I allowed the worst-case scenario t
shappen, and that enabled me to move forward and deal with the ramification:
ythat much faster. Once a mistake has been made in the heat of battle, the onl’
tthing that matters is dealing with the aftermath with a clear head. Figuring ou
swhere, when, and how things went wrong is important, but all evaluation
amust wait until the race is over. And now, I was in two races at once: Moat
1240, and the race to get to the thyroid medication that awaited me at the nex
eaid station.

When I don’t take my thyroid meds, my body gets all fucked up. Whei
2it’s hot as hell, I can feel like I'm freezing. It can also make me slow an
asluggish, as if I’'m only half-awake, because a malfunctioning thyroid messe
swith your metabolism. I knew I had drop-dead times for meds, so why thi
1fuck hadn’t I been carrying them with me? At the last aid station, Kish hat
.them in a baggie ready to go, but I was running really well, and even though
sknew I’d be cutting it close, I was confident I would make it to my meds i
<time given my steady pace. These are the exact mistakes you make when yot
sassume smooth sailing, and the crucible of ultra is built to expose any and al

wrong turns and bad choices. This had now become a compound fuck-up.
t  After running a total of approximately fifteen miles off course, a rac
vofficial pulled up in a vehicle a couple miles from our wrong turn. The)
ddrove us back to that fateful intersection, which was now clearly marked witl
Isignage to spare the runners behind me, but we were still fifteen miles fron
1the next aid station and out of food and water, and I was in dire need of m
smeds. Headquarters gave Kish permission to meet us on course, but by then

my condition had deteriorated. My core temperature was plummeting, m
llungs were heavy, and I knew that if I continued to run, I would become
1medical risk.
1 There were still 135 miles to go in the race, and though I gulped my med
las soon as Kish arrived, my thyroid needed time to reset so my bod
ftemperature could normalize. I decided to rest with no idea how long tha
Jprocess might take. I’d already run 120 miles. Predictably, within an hour
tmy body reacted as if the race was over. I started to swell and tighten up a:
1my muscles shifted into recovery mode.
r  This would be a problem.

I’d been dealing with my thyroid issue for years. A lot of people in thi
smilitary, especially those of us in Special Operations, get diagnosed witl



shypothyroidism because our adrenals are constantly attacked during training
sand combat—there were forty thousand cases documented between 2008 an
52017. But I'd been living on a fight-or-flight cocktail of hormones ever sinci
yl was a young kid. Special Ops just finished the job of burning out mn
tadrenal glands. Once the adrenals shut down, the body attempts to get what i
sneeds by tapping the thyroid. The thyroid is the master computer of the
yendocrine system, and when it is over-taxed, our metabolism—the process o
tconverting what we drink and eat into energy—becomes impaired, which cai
cause a cascade of consequences.
1 Thanks in part to my stretching regimen, my adrenals had recovere
denough in recent years to stop attacking the thyroid, which allowed it to begii
shealing. In fact, it turned out that my AFib episode over Christmas wa
asparked by a heavier-than-necessary dose of thyroid medication. Since then
dmy doctors and I had been experimenting with lower dosages. I've been
Isickly boy all my life. If my body were only healthy and whole, there woulc
1be no telling what I might be able to accomplish.
1 In the end, I was down for twelve hours, and while that amount of res
Imight sound like it could help me later in the race, it is actually quite th
opposite. By the time I was back on the trail, my legs felt like they wer
emade out of stone. I was that stiff and swollen. And I had fallen from secon«
yto something like eightieth place, which was more or less dead last. I hac
1every excuse to quit—my luck had soured, my health was compromised, anc
1I’d lost my SA at a crucial time. My race was completely fucked, and I hac
yover half the distance still to go! Some might look at that version of event
,and think all was lost, but I knew from experience that the best life lesson
ydon’t appear when things go well. It’s when all your goals and pretty plan
aturn to shit that you can see your flaws and learn more about yourself.

You must take advantage of any opportunity to strengthen your resolvi
sbecause when life hits you in the mouth, you will need that resolve. O
ycourse, knowing that doesn’t make it easy to reengage when everything i
tfucked. Actually getting out there and running the last 135 miles demanded .
vlevel of focus and commitment that is hard to find when you’ve been dow1
sand out for half a day. Fortunately, I’d been in fucked-up situations so many
times before. I knew what to do.

For starters, I had to stay locked in mentally. A lot of people fall dowi
ewhen they get smacked, and when they hit the ground, they lose al
amomentum. Not just physically but mentally because they are humiliated



sand when you are humiliated, it is impossible to make any sort of progress
1We must learn how to absorb life’s haymakers without getting knocke
edown. Because picking yourself up off the canvas is the hardest, longest stej
yof all as you fight to regain your momentum. Yes, I had to shut it down fo
thalf a day. Yes, all the goals I had for Moab 240 had been obliterated. Yes
>my body was a mess, but mentally, I was still on my feet and in the rac
fbecause I’'m not living life for the same reasons as almost everyone else.
1 The rewards I seek are internal, and if you have that mindset, you wil
find opportunities for growth everywhere. During tough times, that growtl
1can be exponential. I wasn’t going to win the race or finish in a respectabls
atime, but I had been gifted another rare opportunity to test myself in advers:
sconditions and become more. If anything, my desire to finish had only grow:
,thanks to the mess I’d made.
1 At the same time, I needed to ease some of the pressure I'd placed o1
Imyself. Pressure comes with high expectations, which is great because it cai
bring out your best, but there are times when it can be more helpful to offloar
tpressure. When you are exhausted, it is vital to remain in control of you
ethoughts and emotions so you can make decisions with your right mind
eChoosing to relieve pressure allows you to do that.
1  When the pressure is high, you develop blinders that limit perspective
1That’s great for certain situations that demand a hyper focus, but when you’r
lengaged in something that demands your maximum endurance, it’s better t
lbroaden your perspective and your awareness to absorb more of th
sexperience, which enables maximum growth both during the event and in thi
sdays and weeks to follow. Besides, if you allow that unrelenting pressure tc
sbuild, you’re liable to snap and make a bad situation a whole lot worse
Remember, the goal is always to complete the mission—whatever it may bt
e—with no regrets and a clear head, so you can use it to progress in life.
f  Cultivating a willingness to succeed despite any and all circumstances i
sthe most important variable of the reengagement equation. Your willingnes
ato succeed builds self-esteem. It broadens your concept of your owi
1capability, yet it is the first thing we lose touch with when things go bad
yAfter that, giving up often feels like the sanest option, and maybe it is, bu
know that quitting chips away at your self-worth and always requires som
1level of mental rehab. Even if what forces you to quit is an injury o
Isomething else beyond your control, you will still have to bounce back fron
,the experience mentally. A successful mission seldom requires any emotiona



.maintenance.

1 In order to execute on your willingness to succeed, you will need to b
)able to perform without purpose. You’ve heard of purpose, that magica
rmissing ingredient crucial to landing a fulfilling career and building a happ?
,life. What if T told you the importance of finding your purpose wa
aoverblown? What if there never was any such thing as your good frienc
purpose? What if it doesn’t matter what the fuck you do with your time here’
1What if it’s all arbitrary and life doesn’t give a flying fuck if you want to b
rhappy? What then?

> All T know is this: I am David Fucking Goggins. I exist; therefore,
ecomplete what I start. I take pride in my effort and in my performance in al
1phases of life. Just because I am here! If I’m lost, I will find myself. As lon
as I’'m on planet Earth, I will not half-ass it. Anywhere I lack, I will improvi
1because I exist and I am willing.

1 This is the mentality we should all strive for when we’re stuck. Becaus:
dwhen you’re in the hurt locker, you must be your own motivator, your ow1
rdrill instructor. In the dark moments, you must remind yourself why yot
.chose to be there in the first place. That takes an edgy tone. When you’re al
fucked up and looking for more, the only tone you should allow inside you
.head is the tone of a warrior. The tone of someone prepared to plunge deej
ainside their own soul to find the energy they need to keep up the fight anc
oprevail!

e In Moab, my willingness to succeed was fueled by my future. I knew thq
arace I had planned to run was over, but as of that moment, next year’s raci
bhad already begun. My new mission was to sketch out the ultimate blueprin
.for this course. I’d released the pressure valve, and my entire team wa:
erefreshed and ready to scout details with me. Like future bank robbers
masters of disguise returning to the branch day after day to absorb the layout
sdocument the rhythms of the staff, and come up with an unbeatable plan o
sattack, we would catalog firsthand knowledge of the next 135 miles so ii
12020, I would be prepared to blow it the fuck up.

. Once I started again, I walked for the first ten minutes. My gait wa
tfucked. So were my lungs, but when I saw my first headlamp, I felt a littl¢
aspark. After that, I began to add the pressure back, bit by bit. My pac
rincreased, and my competitive edge resurfaced. I managed to pass two dozel
1people before hitting the aid station at mile 140.

1 Kish was next up as pacer, and she had a ball. We’d been runniny



together for years, but this was the first time she was able to check me on :
2long stretch, and she made it look way too easy. To be fair, the terrain wa:
Iflat and smooth, but she hadn’t slept either. She’d been the crew chief th
ywhole time yet ran like she’d had a full night’s sleep. I’d run 157 total mile
sby then (counting the off-course mileage) and was deep in the hurt locker
lwhile she was checking her phone, collecting footage, and keeping tabs o1
?the crew. Whenever I stopped to walk, she always ran a bit farther ahead t
await for me. She wasn’t trying to get under my skin, but I took it as .
challenge and was able to pick up my pace enough to pass several dozei
Irunners. Some were walking, others were asleep on the trail or at the air
Istations, content to take their time, knowing they had three more days t
scomplete the course. The one person I couldn’t keep pace with was Kish, anc
ethat’s all I cared about! By the time we got to the Rd 46 aid station at mil
167, I was back in the top ten.
e But it wasn’t time for high-fiving because my lung issues were still there
11t didn’t matter if I was running or walking, standing up or sitting down,
1could not get a full breath. I was freezing too, which was a sign that m
Ithyroid may not have had enough time to completely reset. I felt horrible, bu
rl had weathered a thyroid problem and run through the night for the seconc
ynight in a row. Pain and discomfort were to be expected.
1  This aid station had more food stands, and I ate my fill. As I left—a fev
minutes ahead of my pacer, who was still organizing gear and wasn’t ready t
ago—I wondered if I’d eaten too much because my chest felt tight as hell. Di
el have a digestive issue? I couldn’t say for sure, so I continued tc
ttroubleshoot. I had a fully loaded pack on my back that was heavy enough t
smake the chest strap extremely tight. Maybe that was what prevented my
,lungs from fully expanding? I loosened the strap and felt even worse.
,  While I had gone farther than this once before, that was back in 2007 an«
fon a flat one-mile track. I had never gone this far on this type of terrain and i
1these conditions, but I had pushed myself to the limit plenty of times anc
never felt anything like this. Could it be a sickle cell crisis? If it was, I’
snever had one this serious. I couldn’t pinpoint the problem, but by the tim¢
amy pacer caught me, I felt something was extremely wrong.
e I told him everything, and as I listened to myself spill my sad story,
1couldn’t help thinking about all the bitch-ass whiners I’d come across ove
the years who gave every excuse in the world as to why they couldn’t finisl
swhatever it was they’d started. The vast majority of them were simpl



alooking for a way out that allowed them to keep their heads up—Ilike m
swhen I quit Pararescue. I took mental note of all of those motherfuckers
eremembered the scenarios they were in, and kept them on lock in my brain
sAnd here I was sounding just like them.
' Whether it is a seven-mile run or a 240-mile run, we all know what it’
1like to bargain with ourselves to avoid having to do the very thing we said wi
owould. We say we’re overworked, overwhelmed, or just over it entirely.
anever give in to that because I know there are a lot of people out there who dc
1not have that choice to make. They cannot run at all and wish like hell the
dcould.
> At the same time, I knew I wasn’t merely uncomfortable. I was fuckec
lup! But running Moab 240 had been my choice. Staying in the race had beei
eamy choice, and it was a blessing that I had those choices to make. So, lik
always, I soldiered the fuck on. And as the trail wound through farmland an
.pitched toward the sky and into those mountains that had looked paintec
Iagainst the distant horizon all day, I reminded myself why I wanted to b
ythere. It was for that one second of glory—the biggest high of all time tha
tstrikes and fades like a bolt of lightning, but only if you manage to figure ou
la way to swim through all the pain, overcome every last obstacle, and cros:
the finish line.
v Over the next thirteen miles, we gained 3,500 feet of elevation, and m
opace slowed dramatically. Part of that was the incline, but there were time
dwhen the footing was bad too. In sections, the trail was covered with slate
sshattered cobbles, and boulders. It was unstable as shit, so I took my time
)And after ten miles, I actually started to feel a little better. I didn’t feel great
ybut my condition had improved, and my pacer, who had done due diligenct
on past performances to gauge how hard I should push on each section, saic
Iwe were covering this leg at a fast clip. That gave me hope as the trail woun
1into the alpine forest at just under nine thousand feet and into the Pol
1Canyon aid station at dusk, where a volunteer griddled fluffy pancakes anc
dhanded them out to all comers. My crew was there waiting on me with .
asyrupy stack and a race update. I had moved all the way up to eighth place.
Even if my problems were digestive, and I wasn’t entirely convinced o
Ithat, I still had to fuel up. I took the plate from Kish and continued tc
rtroubleshoot while I ate. I asked if she had accidentally mixed the wron
1powder—something with caffeine—in my water bottles. I have a caffein
yintolerance, but Kish knew that and assured me that did not happen. On



athing I still hadn’t considered was altitude because while we were climbing a
,times, we were not very high for very long. My lungs had been fine duriny
.Leadville just six weeks earlier, and I ran the majority of those one hundrec
miles above ten thousand feet. The source of my problem remained elusive
sand that bothered me because the race was nowhere near done. Anythiny
acould happen out there, and sure enough, not long after I made my way out o
Ithe aid station, my breathing problems returned.
>  Within five minutes, I stopped and asked Dan, my pacer for this section
yto call Kish and tell her and the crew to stay at Pole Canyon in case wi
needed to turn around. But I also wanted to give myself every chance to wall
1through the fire. Maybe it was the pancakes? Last time, I felt better after .
1couple of hours, and if I could stay upright and on the trail, then it followe«
ethat these symptoms might pass again.
1  Incremental progress is still progress, 1 said to myself. One step is al
1that is required to take the next one.
2 With that in mind, I told Dan to call Jennifer again and say we were goin;
tto press on and we would let her know if anything changed. We continuec
tclimbing into the night toward the highest point in the entire race at 10,50(
sfeet. The protocol was this: take a few steps, double over, and lean heavily o1
my poles until I could get the few deep breaths necessary to power mu
yforward for another three to five steps, repeat. I couldn’t breathe at all while
swas moving. It was all panting and gasping. Whenever I stopped to breathe,
,could see Dan waiting for me with a concerned look on his face.

“I’m sorry,” I gasped. “I’m sorry.” I must have said sorry close to threi
whundred times. I don’t know why I kept apologizing. Mostly he responded
2“It’s not that far to the top.” Which was quite comical because I knew wi
lweren’t even close! He was trying to spoon-feed me some hope, but hop:
dwould not get me to the top. Nice try, Dan! 1 thought to myself.
> In the fourth hour, about six miles into the 16.5-mile section—that’:
Iright, we were moving at a snail’s pace of just over thirty minutes per mile—
afinally and abruptly stopped. “This ain’t...good,” I said, gasping. I was prouc

of myself for trying, but I still wasn’t feeling any better. In fact, my lungs ha«
fgotten much worse, and Dan agreed that we should get off the course anc
)find a medic. He dialed Kish and broke the news, and I watched his face fal
3at her response.
e “Hey, man,” he said after he hung up. I was still bent over at the waist
ebegging for oxygen. “I hate to tell you this, but we gotta walk out of here.”



t He explained that there were only two options. Option one was t
3descend six miles, back to Pole Canyon. Option two was to keep climbing fo
Inine more miles toward a trailhead where my crew could meet us. None o
,this came as a surprise to me, as we were on a narrow singletrack. I had beei
slooking for different trails that might offer a possible way out all night bu
fhadn’t seen one. The only trail I saw was the one I was walking on, and
knew there was no way a vehicle, an ATV, or anything of the sort coul
,reach me here in no man’s land. I also knew for certain there was n¢
ahelicopter to fly my sorry ass out of there. The only way out was under m
<OWn power.

a  Going back to Pole Canyon was not an option because despite m
Iwretched condition, I did not intend to quit the race. Somehow, I was stil
willing—so instead of losing mileage, I opted to continue climbing. This wa
Ino longer a race. This had become war, and I was wounded but maintainec
hope that eventually the medic would dial me in, and I could carry on witl
sthe fight.

1  The night closed in around us as we picked away at the distance. In som
Jspots, the trail was just wide enough to place my feet down one in front of thy
10ther. Drop-offs materialized from the shadows without warning. Breathing
acontinued to be a struggle, and I couldn’t stop thinking about John Skop, thi
Iyoung, six-foot-two, 225-pound stud who died of pulmonary edema durin
Imy third Hell Week.

I would shuffle my feet forward, lean over my poles, close my eyes, an
ethere he was, feverish and jackhammering, suffering from pneumonia and thi
,late stages of pulmonary edema on the pool deck. His skin was almos
etranslucent, his eyes vacant, his breath shallow as fuck, just like mine. Hi
elooked fragile as porcelain but had no intention of quitting. When he rejoinec

the caterpillar swim, he was weak because he could barely breathe, anc
swithin a few minutes, he was found on the bottom of the pool and could no
Ibe resuscitated.
1  Skop had been trying to become a SEAL at all costs, and I will alway:
drespect him for that. I would have done the same thing. There are certair
1things in life that warrant an “even if I die” mindset. Sometimes, that’s :
Iplace you have to go, but what’s on the other side of that mountain has to b
something you want more than anything in the world. However willing I may
,have been, finishing Moab 240 did not qualify. I’d accomplished enough tha
finishing the race wouldn’t change a damn thing when it came to how I fel



yabout myself, and I certainly didn’t need to die for it.
r By then, I suspected I had high-altitude pulmonary edema (HAPE), .
fdangerous condition in which the lungs fill with blood and plasma. It’s :
wversion of what happened to Skop, and it can happen to anybody in the higl
tcountry, even experienced mountaineers, at relatively low altitudes. I was a
Iclose to ten thousand feet, which is not all that high, but because I’d alread:
1run over two hundred miles, I was susceptible to anything and everything.
> With less than three miles to go before I would reach the top of the peal
yand the next aid station at mile 201.4, a medic and two members of my crev
found us on the trail. Unfortunately, there was nothing the medic could do fo
yme. My choices were to either continue walking all the way to the aid statiol
lor stop at a trailhead on the way, where our vehicle was waiting. I knew tha
safter the next aid station, there was a long descent, and despite how shitty
1felt, I did wonder if my body might be able to bounce back. Then I caugh
amyself.

I’m often mistaken for a masochist. Some people think I push past paii
eand take unreasonable risks for sport or spectacle, but that’s not true. I push
alot harder than most, but I don’t do it to injure myself or impress others, and
sure as hell don’t want to die. I do it because the body and mind never fail t
camaze me. I had no business hiking 16.5 miles in my condition. The last nin¢
sfelt damn near impossible because I thought I’d reached my physical limit

but when I looked for it, I found more. Whenever I’ve been challenged
lwhenever I’ve been forced to scrap for additional resources to stay afloat
ethere has always been more. That’s why I ride that line: because those darl
tmoments are rare, raw, and beautiful. However, that night, I felt more fucke«
eup than I’d ever been, and I knew that any extra stress on my body might b
Imy breaking point. When we reached the trailhead, I left the course to seel
lmedical treatment, which meant, according to the rules, that I wa
tautomatically DNF’d.

On the drive to the local hospital, we lost nearly six thousand feet i1
saltitude, and I began hocking up knots of brown phlegm. In the emergenc
1room, the doctor took a chest X-ray that confirmed my air sacs were full o
afluid. I had HAPE alright. She checked my vitals, drew blood, gave me
asmall-volume nebulizer oxygen treatment to open up the lungs, and tested m;
yphlegm to see what kind of infection was present. A few hours later, a
taround six in the morning, the hospital discharged me with an inhaler tha
twould help keep my lungs opened up.
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HAP diagnosis

'tWhen Kish and I got back to the condo we’d rented, the rest of our crew wa
busy packing, cleaning, and getting ready to travel home. The mood wa



subdued. This race had been tough on everyone. My crew had fought througl
multiple setbacks and weathered a ton of highs and lows, and while I wa
proud of running 215 miles with a broken body and considered those las
16.5 miles of slow marching some of the grittiest I'd ever clocked, taking :
DNF is a shitty feeling, and everybody knew it.

At least I felt better. By afternoon, I’d stopped coughing up phlegm, anc
my body temperature and energy levels were back to normal, which told m«
that my thyroid was functioning again. When I had to take DNFs in the past
there was no quick bounce back. I was down for weeks. This situation wa
new, and it sent my mind reeling.

There are a lot of people who stay down way too long. They may havi
been sick as hell but are on the mend, yet when asked how they are feeling
they act like they are no better. In fact, they play it up for pity points. I am no
one of those motherfuckers. The second I feel I can get after it, I am going tc
get the fuck after it. Bottom line: I was struggling with the fact that I wa:
feeling well enough to compete and was in a condo instead of on the trail.

A voice in my head woke me from my fitful slumber at three in th
morning. It repeated the same savage mantra over and over. You’re not don
yet, motherfucker! 1 popped up, bleary-eyed and half asleep. There wa:
nobody else in the room but Kish, and she was dead to the world. I lay bacl
down and closed my eyes, but the voice returned. You are not done yet!

I knew what I had to do but had no clue how Kish would take it. We’«
packed it in. Two members of the crew had already left, and the other twt
were leaving on flights in a matter of hours, but I would finish the job alone i
necessary. I turned and placed my hand on Kish’s shoulder. She blinke«
twice.

“What time does the finish line close?” I asked. Her eyes grew wide, as i
she were watching a dick grow out of the middle of my forehead. She wa
that disoriented, so I asked again, “What time does the finish line close?”

Kish knew that what I really wanted to know was if there was enougl
time left for me to run the last forty or so miles. The race had started fou
days ago, but runners had 110 hours to complete it. She sat up and grabbe«
her phone from the nightstand. “We have fifteen hours,” she said.

There was something matter of fact about the way she said it that fed m
fire. She may not have understood why I was still holding on to this race, bu

Sher mind was made up. She was in, and that’s all that mattered. We got up.
Srousted the two members of my crew who were still with us and asked if they



awould be willing to postpone their flights for one more day.
s  Within a few minutes, we were all in the kitchen arranging our gear anc
tgrabbing a quick bite. The little bit of rest had done me good, and whil
aMoab was only at four thousand feet in elevation and things might chang
when we returned to altitude, I wouldn’t be in the high country for long
1There was only a mile and a half of climbing, then a long descent back tc
atown. But don’t mistake my willingness to finish the job as excitement to ge
,back out there and run another forty miles. I had already run 215 miles ove
sthe last four days, and though I felt well enough to get after it, my body hac
started to recover, which meant I was stiff and very swollen. I knew thi
ewould hurt.
,  Before we left, Kish placed a call to my doctor back home to make sure
twasn’t taking any unnecessary risks. After a moment of silence to conside
ywho she was talking to and peruse my thick-ass medical file in her mind, sh
sokayed it. “If you start to feel any symptoms, please stop immediately, leavt
the course, and return to lower elevation,” she said.
2 On the drive up the mountain, my ears popped, which was a reminder o
ehow much altitude we were gaining. I had no clue what would happen a
510,500 feet, but while I didn’t really want to run again, I suspected I wa
<capable, which meant I had to try to finish the job. Completing the blueprin
is what excited me, so that’s what I focused on.
1  Kish pulled into the trailhead parking lot near mile marker two hundred
owhere I had left the course. I was looking to waste no time at altitude. My
fpacer and I grabbed our gear and headed up the mountain quickly. My tean
dmaintained contact for those first two miles to make sure I was okay. My leg;
were stiff as rocks, and I walked with an unsteady gait, but my breathing wa:
ffine. Still, I felt weak and unconfident. This course had gotten the better o
sme since mile seventy-two, and part of me thought I was either insane o
stupid for trying to finish. Probably both.
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Kish trailed us on the gravel road heading to the mountaintop, and witl
“Going the Distance” blasting through the open windows, she pulled yj
alongside and smiled. That anthem was an old friend. We’d shared countles:
dark times, and it never failed to drown out all my internal chatter and wak
up my inner savage. I let the music soak in and found my determination t
mark a course that had been kicking my ass for four days.

“I’m back, motherfuckers,” I yelled, picking up my pace. “You though
you had me! You thought you had me down! Only for a second. I’'m back!”

From then on, it was all growth. The next forty miles were my stronges



of the entire race. I hit a level of awareness that allowed me to run free an
unpack and examine the previous two hundred-plus miles at the same time
With my feet still on the same ground where I'd come up short, eyes on thi
rocks and trees that played tricks on me, and my mind on where I fucked up
I was able to complete my ultimate blueprint.
And the most important thing I learned as I descended toward the rec
rocks of Moab was that 240 miles is an entirely new realm, and my failur
came down to a fundamental flaw in my approach. I’d perfected the 100-mils
distance. I knew the gear I needed and how to manage the distance with m
mind, but that proved irrelevant in Moab. Hundred-milers have aid station
sprinkled every six to ten miles. In Moab, the aid stations were often severa
hours apart. All but one of the dozens of 100-mile races I’d run were on well
marked courses, so there was no need to prioritize navigation. I’d rocked yj
like this was just another race, but it was a whole different arena, and tha
single error led to a cascade of small mistakes that were magnified by thi
distance into a catastrophe.
Next year, the Moab 240 would be part race, part military mission.
would imagine the worst-case scenario and work backwards from there so n¢
matter what happened, I would be armed with a plan to remain competitive.
realized that the farther the distance, the more I had to have all the detail
dialed. There would be no room to take chances with gear or meds. I had t
carry it all with me. I couldn’t count on bridging great distances betweel
meet-ups with my crew in a timely fashion. I needed to spot-check md
pacers, update my phone, and have back-up comms on hand. Normally,
enjoy being unreachable and off grid when I’'m trail running, but next year,
would make an exception because that’s what the course demands. I worke«
over dozens of small adjustments in my mind as I flew downhill, my lungs i1
fine shape, my stride efficient and powerful.
1 And I reminded myself that in each and every evolution of life, you neve
ywant to be the principal reason for a failed mission. Nobody wants to wak
sup after the race is over wishing they’d been better prepared. If something
esurprises you in anything you are trying to accomplish these days, with st
bmuch free knowledge at our fingertips, it is because you didn’t prepare wel

enough, and there is no excuse for that. Missions may fail for dozens o
treasons, which is fine. Make sure it was something beyond your control—ai

act of God or Mother Nature—that prevented you from achieving your goal
tThen, draw up your ultimate blueprint, and try again.



1  AsIran from a bike trail onto the Moab city streets, I knew I’d make thy
.cut off, but because I’d DNF’d, I didn’t have the right to cross the officia
efinish line. For me, that would have to wait until next year. We found :
,worthy alternative: a random telephone pole, one of several on a bus
highway.

1  As traffic zoomed by, I jogged along the shoulder until my total mileag:
eclicked over to 255—that included the official 240 plus those fifteer
aunofficial miles. I didn’t raise my arms or pump my fists, and nobody seeme«
yto notice one man finish what he started, but I felt a deep sense o

ssatisfaction. There was no fanfare, but there was glory, and it was all inside.
1
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My Moab 240 2019 finish line. All internal glory.

From the outside looking in, my Moab 240 was a disaster. I got lost, nearl
froze my ass off, and had multiple medical meltdowns. I went off cours
twice. It was messy, but I consider it one of my top five performances eve
because I never should have completed that distance in the time allowed. Bu
I did. Yes, the scoreboard still read: Moab 1, Goggins 0, but I left Utah with
precious gift.
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Unlike during 2018, when I was uncertain about so much, I knew exactly
where I would be in twelve months’ time: right back here. It would require
long year of hard training and a commitment to studying my blueprint like
textbook. So be it. This motherfucker of a race had not seen the last, or the
best, of David Goggins!



Unlike during 2018, when I was uncertain about so much, I knew exactly
where I would be in twelve months’ time: right back here. It would require a
long year of hard training and a commitment to studying my blueprint like a
textbook. So be it. This motherfucker of a race had not seen the last, or the
best, of David Goggins!



EVOLUTION NO. 6

SMALL MINDS AND WEAK PEOPLE KILL BIG DREAMS. YOU MIGHT HAVE CLEAR GOAL:
and be working on yourself every day, but if you have the wrong folk:
around you, there’s a good chance they could be sucking the life right out o
you and making sure that you go nowhere.

When I select my crew, I’'m not looking for elite runners to pace me.
look for individuals with a foxhole mentality. Of the four men who joinec
Kish and me in Moab, only one had ever done an ultra before, and two other:
barely ran twenty miles a week, but I didn’t choose them for their runniny
ability; they all understood me. They appreciated my mindset, knew how far
was willing to go, and were ready to do whatever it took to get me there. M:
success in this race was their only priority. When I told them I was headin;
back out to finish the job, nobody was surprised. They had been with me al
day, knew I was feeling better, and, most importantly, know who the fuck
am. They expected me to try and finish. When I knocked on their doors a
four in the morning, they were damn near packed for the trail already, with
look on their faces that said, “What took you so damn long?”

In military speak, the foxhole is a fighting position. In life, it’s your inne
circle. These are the people you surround yourself with. They know you
history and are aware of your future goals and past limitations. But becaus
it’s a fighting position, a foxhole can just as easily become your grave
Therefore, it is crucial that you be careful about who you invite in. Whethe
you are at war, competing in a game, or striving in life, you never wan
someone in your foxhole who lacks faith or will try to steer you away fron
your full potential by giving you permission to pack it in or wave the whit
flag when shit looks bleak.

You want the husband or wife who, when you snooze that alarm on
freezing mid-winter morning before dawn, shakes you the fuck awake so yot
don’t miss your training run. When you’re dieting and whine about being



bored of eating the same bland foods every day, they remind you of all th
progress you have made, of all the hard work you have put in, and happily ea
the same bland foods alongside you. When you say you’re tired from all the
late-night studying, they stay up late with you to help you study.

You want the type of race crew who, when you’re suffering on the trail

are inspired by bearing witness to your struggle. They know it is proof o
your effort. In turn, their refusal to give up on you can only inspire you to taj
the reserves you’d forgotten were there and give more. They know the only
time to shut down and walk away is after all options have been exhausted
sEven if that means yet another sleepless night or a last-minute change o
sschedule. When those are the motherfuckers in your foxhole, how can yo
gnot stay in the fight?

Most people don’t have a selection process for their foxhole. They invit

rall the old cronies and close relatives in by default. As if growing up witl
jsomeone is the top qualification for foxhole membership. Old friends ar
sgreat and shared history is to be respected, but not every person who has beel
,in your life a long time is looking out for your best interests. Some of then
?are threatened by your growth because of how it impacts them. Some ar
ylooking for a friend to keep them company in their half-ass lives.
5 In order to populate your foxhole with the right people, you must firs
iknow who you are as an individual. That means shaking off old belie
Systems—creaky concepts of the world and your place in it—that no longe
serve you and the habits and lifestyle that you’ve outgrown. Any ideas o
ainterests that were impressed upon you by others, whether they be you
family, peers, or culture, must be examined consciously so you can se
rthrough all of them and discover your own unique individuality. For mos
rpeople, this is a slow, organic process that can take years, if it happens at all
-but if you bring intentionality to it, individuation can be accelerated. Onct
_you find out who the fuck you are, the world will start delivering you car
rpackages filled with opportunities that will fuel your quest.

In addition to power eating and spraying cockroaches, I did a lot o
,searching after I left the Air Force at twenty-four years old. I was looking fo
»my place in the world and tried on different personas and subcultures.

explored becoming a wrestler. I got into powerlifting and thought abou
;competing in that sport, but those weren’t honest choices. I didn’t burn with
,desire to wrestle or lift heavy on stage. All I knew was that I didn’t want tc
gbe David Goggins anymore. I wanted to be the hardest motherfucker ever tc



elive. The problem was I didn’t know what the fuck that looked like.

t It was terrifying to admit that to anyone, including myself, because at thu
otime, I was out of shape, working a low-wage job, and living well beyond my
means. How the fuck do you go from that to hard motherfucker? I had n«
,Clue and wondered if I was delusional. Who the fuck gave me the right t
fhave such an audacious dream? Even I thought I sounded ridiculous. But a
sabsurd as it may have seemed, I didn’t let go of that dream. I let it linger i1
ythe back of my brain. Then one day, a care package arrived in the form of
.Navy SEAL documentary. And there it was. I finally found a place to star
fthat might just lead to hard motherfucker territory. My dream no longer fel
1delusional. It felt possible.

My evolution had begun, but as my Navy SEAL future crystallized ove
ethe next several months, I learned that when you change, not everyone i1
ayour life will be on board. You will get some serious resistance, and it will by
2a pain in your ass. Everywhere I turned, I found family members, friends, anc
1coworkers resistant to my evolution because they loved the Ecolab-spraying
1chocolate-shake-slurping fat ass. At three hundred pounds, I made them fee
emuch better about themselves, which is another way of saying, they wer
holding me back.

t  Years later, I learned how common that kind of thing is. Most of the me1
fI recruited into the SEALs confided that their wives, girlfriends, or parent
rwere dead set against something they wanted more than anything in th
rworld. That can be extremely stressful. When you are striving to be you—
respecially when it involves pushing your limits of pain and suffering o
esacrificing life and limb—you do not need to deal with trying to mak
teverybody happy at the same time. When you are conflicted like that, you
,internal dialogue becomes counterproductive, and when those moments o
atruth arrive and the quitting mind gets loud, that inner conflict might be th
avery thing that convinces you to give up.

When I first made the decision to try to become a Navy SEAL, the only
fperson in my foxhole was my mom. She knew what it entailed and wa
rimmediately on board. I didn’t see any fear in her eyes. While she wa
Iworried about me, she believed in what I was doing even more, and tha
tallowed me to train and fight with a clear head and maximum focus. Year
alater, when I ran Badwater, she was in my crew. I walked one hundred o
ythose 135 miles, and when horseflies were all over me and I was suffering i
rthe heat, she got out of the support vehicle, sobbing. Not because I was i1



pain, but because she was proud of me. Because I was pushing through it al
alike a fucking warrior.

y  Not all friends and loved ones react that way when you change anc
obecome committed to perpetual growth. Some are genuinely offended, an«
dyou don’t need or want their voices in your head. Which is a nice way o
ssaying you may be required to shitcan some motherfuckers along the way
1Who you hang around and speak to on the daily matters. That’s why it is no
aa successful formula for people in drug and alcohol recovery to continue tc
thang out with the people they used to party with if they want to stay sober
tWhen you evolve, your inner circle must evolve with you. Otherwise, yot
may subconsciously halt your own growth to avoid outpacing and losing
rcontact with the people who mean a lot to you but may not be able to han
1with you.

2 When there is no one around you who believes in or understands you
1quest, you must turn your foxhole into a one-man fighting position. That’
,okay. It is always better to fight alone until you can find people strony
lenough to fight the good fight with you. There is no time to waste trying tc
epull deadweight up a hill. I’ve been there many times, and you must hold ou
until reinforcements arrive, even if it takes years. Loneliness can be difficul
1and depleting, but I'd much rather you stay lonely than crawl out of you
sfoxhole and trek back through known territory into the arms of the ven
apeople who loved the old you and were never comfortable with you
~-transformation.

r  Does this mean you have to end all relationships or burn all bridges? No
enot necessarily. But doubters must be kept at arm’s length, and anyone i1
ryour inner circle must accept you for who you are and who you want t
fbecome. This may require an adjustment period, and that is understandable
eBut within a reasonable amount of time, the men and women in your foxhol
must, in their words and actions, give you permission to be you.

y  In 2018, right before I received my VFW award, I realized how much
scouldn’t stand being retired. I spent hours calling old friends and nev
scontacts in the military, looking for a way back in. I considered reenlisting i
tPararescue, but remembering how much I loved Ranger School and Delt:
sSelection, I thought the Army might be a better fit, so I dropped word that
fwas interested in enlisting as a forty-four-year-old grunt. It didn’t take lon;
1for a recruiter to reach out. He was convinced he could make it happen, but i
1meant moving to some backwoods Army base for training.



1 Kish was not thrilled. She’d worked hard and kicked ass in the corporat
world for twenty years, and she did not expect to be living on or around ai
1Army base at that point in her life. She damn sure didn’t expect me to turi
ddown dozens of lucrative speaking gigs to prepare for a third stint in th
fmilitary. By then, I was already earning more money for an hour or two o
.public speaking than I’d earn in a year as a grunt.
t I found myself walking on eggshells, wondering if the woman I lovec
owould want to stay with me. At the same time, I knew living someone else’
+idea of my life is a recipe for misery. In the end, for a number of reasons,
1didn’t reenlist. I got into wildland firefighting instead. My mission hadn’
schanged. I was, and still am, trying to become the hardest motherfucker tc
sever live. That’s not an ego trip. It’s a way of life. It may be far-fetched anc
even unachievable, but I remain in service of that vision.
r Fast forward a few years, and Kish is most definitely foxhole qualified
sNow, she is the one who blocks off the fire season entirely and turns dowi
severy speaking inquiry that comes in for those months without even asking
ome because she understands exactly who I am and what I am about. Shi
tknows what my priorities are and fully supports them without question. Shi
tadmires that I am fulfilled by doing things that most people shy away fron
rand that the lure of money and fame do absolutely nothing for me but leaw:
yme feeling empty. She wants me to find my very best.
r I’m wired the same way. When Kish confided in me that she wanted t
run a sub-3:25 marathon, I helped her train and strategize, and shu
,accomplished her goal with a time of 3:21 in Philadelphia. When shi
1mentioned possibly applying to law school, she received a package of LSA”
obooks at the door the very next day.
Don’t ever tell me you want to run a marathon because I will sign you uj
afor a race, monitor your daily training, and run that shit with you. If you tel
me you want to be a doctor, I’ll be the motherfucker who enrolls you in me«
Ischool while you’re sleeping, and you’ll wake up to a class first thing in th
vmorning. Most people can’t handle that level of intensity. But that’s the kine
10f backing I want. The type that comes with an expectation of effort anc
ademands hours, weeks, and even years of hard work. Because that is exactly
Iwhat it takes to fulfill lofty ambitions and, more important than that, find ou
swhat you are truly capable of.
t
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Who’s in your foxhole? Tag them and tell them why! #FoxholeMentality #NeverFinished
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE RECKONING

THE MINUTE I GOT HOME FROM MOAB, I WENT FOR A RUN. TRAINING FOR NEX'
year’s race was underway that quickly, and I was fired up! Running had long
ago become like breathing to me. It wasn’t a hobby; it was damn near
subconscious biological reflex. I had to do it. I didn’t necessarily enjoy it, bu
I could tell on that initial eight-mile shakeout that there was going to bt
something very different about this training block. I could already feel thi
fire. Day after day, I could not wait to get the fuck after it, and I trained witl
reckless abandon.

My mind was tracking like never before. This wasn’t merely abou
checking some box, this was straight-up redemption. The fitness I gainec
would also benefit the only other significant event on my 2020 radar, the
wildland firefighting season in Montana.

But in April 2020, a few short weeks before I was due to report to work i
Missoula, my left knee swelled up like a water balloon. My knees hat
troubled me periodically since Navy SEAL training, and I wasn’t overl
concerned at first. I’d been going hard and figured it was due to overus
rather than injury. I ignored the tenderness and ran through the pain for days
My body has been compensating for illness and injury for so long that
figured it was only a matter of time before my quadriceps stabilized my kne:
joint and the pain faded into the background. But it got worse.

Reluctantly, I traded in the majority of my road miles for a few dail
hours on the elliptical trainer. However, firefighting demands a specia
variety of real-world fitness. To prepare for the infamous 110-pound ruck
that awaited me in Montana, I hiked the local trails with a one-hundred
pound pack strapped to my back a couple times a week. It was too late to pul



out of firefighting. I’d given leadership my word and was determined to bacl
it up, but by the end of the month, my left knee was twice its normal size an
throbbed day and night. Three days before heading north, I opted to get a1
MRI to understand exactly what the fuck I was dealing with.

The tech who conducted my scan had recognized me, and on my way ou
the door, I asked her if she could tell me anything. Techs aren’t supposed tc
discuss what they see with patients or attempt to analyze images, but shi
shook her head, and her expression suggested I was fucked.

“Look,” she said, “you got a lot going on in that knee.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean you won’t be doing any running or those triathlons of your
anytime soon.”

I I’d wanted to tell her that I’d run ten miles before coming to the damu
3radiology office but held my tongue because I suspected she was right.
Aidownloaded the results in an Idaho motel room where we stopped to break uj
tthe long drive. The official report confirmed multiple tears in the medial anc
2lateral meniscus, a sprained posterior cruciate ligament, general cartilag
ebreakdown and arthritis, defects in the lower tip of my femur, a massivi
1Baker’s cyst behind the knee, and, to top it all off, a partially torn ACL. I
layman’s terms, my knee was eight-ways fucked.
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MRI report on my left knee, May 2020

The news was deflating. The feeling of an honest day’s work is the bes



kfeeling I will ever have in my life, and for nearly a year, I’d been lookin
dforward to getting back into the mountains to grind with a backcountry fir
1crew. We’d blocked off five months and declined all speaking engagement
for that period of time, and now, my season looked doomed. As I lay awak
tthat night, Kish reminded me that we still had two weeks before day one o
straining and that we knew an innovative, thirty-five-year-old sports physic
abased in Missoula, where we’d rented a studio apartment for the summer.

Casey specialized in working with world-class athletes and was often o1
the road with a well-known professional tennis player—in fact, we’d met hin
at a tournament in Rome in 2019—but because the coronavirus pandemic hac

ssuspended the tour, he was back home seeing patients and able to work mu
into his daily schedule. Two weeks obviously wasn’t enough time to fix m
1knee, but I didn’t need to be 100 percent. If he could help me get even 1(
Ipercent healthier, it might be enough.
> Two days later, I limped into Casey’s office where 120 milliliters o
1bloody synovial fluid was pulled out of the knee. Enough to fill multipl
evials. It was like watching a blow-up toy get reduced to a wrinkled shell afte
call the air leaked out, and it was obvious that the joint had very littl
1structural integrity left. My range of motion was freakish as fuck. My lowe
left leg moved like a damn pendulum, nearly forty-five degrees to either side
while the patella floated like an air-hockey puck.

For the next two weeks, I spent four to five hours a day with Casey for :
regimen of massage therapy, range of motion work, and a treatment callec
“dry needling,” which is similar to acupuncture. He stuck me with over twc
hundred of those damn things. I was a motherfucking man-sized pin cushion
We had the knee drained twice more for good measure, and while I submittec
to whatever crazy-ass interventions he devised, all I could do was hope.

I hoped something might work. I hoped Casey might crack thi
skeletomuscular code to heal my wobbly knee. That his needles held thi
power to not just reduce inflammation but reconnect frayed and tori
ligaments and regrow cartilage. More than anything, I hoped that wi
wouldn’t be asked to dig sidehill on a steep slope. I could deal with pain an«
had enough stability to move straight ahead on flat ground, but latera
movement of any kind, especially on uneven terrain, would be impossible
Unfortunately, Montana is not known for an abundance of flat ground, and a
we know, hope is not an anchor point. In other words, I hope you know that

(knew I was fucked. But I showed up early the first morning of training



sregardless.
B
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First of many drainings in May 2020

"My 2020 fire season ended on an all-night dig. We rucked into the woode«



mountains north of Missoula, where I withstood the pain for five hours whil
I scrambled to find stable footing. I used boulders and logs to support m:
buckling left leg as I swung at the hard ground with my Pulaski. In the
evening, as we approached the top of a slope, I stepped on a slick log cloakec
by leaf litter. My left leg went two directions at once, my knee popped, anc
like one of those Imperial Walkers in the Star Wars movies, I collapsed in
contorted heap. In one agonizing misstep, my fate was sealed.

My eyes watered from the pain when the emergency room doc reset m}
dislocated patella later that night. The orthopedist who conducted MRIs o1
both my knees the next day said that in his professional opinion, I had the
knees of a ninety-year-old man, which only confirmed exactly how I felt. He
hinted that knee-replacement surgery was in my near future and instructed m
to take several months off. I was in a bad way, and I had to accept that, bu
just like the night before, I didn’t let the news or the pain get in my head fo
long. Unfortunate situations never last, but I knew that a bad attitude alway:
lingers and can turn any setback into a tailspin.

The only thing more infectious than a good attitude is a bad one. Thi
more you dwell on the negative, the weaker you feel, and that weaknes:
infects those around you. However, the reverse is also true. I knew that if
could control my attitude and redirect my attention, I’d gain control of ths
entire situation. I was disappointed, but I wasn’t surprised that my knee gavt
out. Now, it was on me to learn what I could from the setback, adapt, anc
move forward.

It’s an unwritten natural law of the universe that you will be tested. You
will get smacked in the fucking face. A hurricane will land on your head. It’:
inevitable for all of us. Yet, we are not formally taught how to handl
unexpected adversity. We have sex education, fire drills, active-shooter drills
and curriculum on the dangers of alcohol and drugs, but there is no rug-just
got-pulled-out-from-under-you class. Nobody teaches how to think, act, anc
move when disappointment, bad news, malfunction, and disaster inevitabl
strike. All the advice floods in only after we are already lying dazed on th
canvas. Which means it’s up to you to cultivate your own strategy and havt
the discipline to practice it.

Mine is simple. No matter what life serves me, I say, “Roger that.” Mos
people think “Roger that,” simply means, “Order received.” However, in th
military, some people infuse ROGER with a bit more intention and define i

jas, “Received, order given, expect results.” When used that way, it is s¢



emuch more than an acknowledgment. It’s an accelerant. It bypasses the over
yanalytical brain and stimulates action because, in some situations, thinking i
ethe enemy.

1  I’m not suggesting that you should follow every order like a robot. Afte
lyou’ve been knocked down, it’s important to take some time to understanc
awhat happened and strategize your way forward, but you also must act. If yot
stay stalled out, sifting through the wreckage, you may find that you’ve beer
yswallowed by it. We all love comeback stories because they teach us tha
1setbacks have the power to propel us forward to our greatest successes, bu
ayour fate depends on your approach. After an injury or failure, your minc
awants to either spin out into overthinking or fall back into numbness an
acomplacency, and it takes practice to short circuit that process.

t  “Roger that” is a ticket back to your life, no matter what happens. Yot
rmay be laid off, run down, flunked out, cut, or dumped. You could be
sstressed-out, bullied young kid, an overweight veteran with no prospects, o
simply handed a pair of crutches and told to sit tight on the sidelines for a
elong as it takes to heal. The answer is always “Roger-fucking-that.” Scream i
sout loud. Tell them all that you heard what they had to say and that they cai
Iexpect your very best in return. And don’t forget to smile. A smile tha
areminds them that you are most dangerous when you’re cornered. That i
show you respond to a setback. It’s the most efficient way to deal witl
ladversity and come out clean.

Casey had heard what happened, and he assumed I’d be demoralized, bu
awhen he stepped into his office after lunch, I was already there, doing pull
sups, my knee immobilized in an air cast, my crutches leaning against his bacl
ewall. I’d had enough time to digest my situation and had only one questioi
,for him.

- “Do you think I’ll be healthy by the second week of October?” I asked.

1  “Healthy enough for what, exactly?”

y  “Moab 240.” He looked baffled, so I explained a bit about the race. Hi
ethought it was all a joke and turned to Kish to confirm his suspicions.

> “He’s not even remotely kidding,” Kish said.

Casey could see in my eyes how serious I was, so he grabbed my file anc
tread the summary of both MRIs aloud. It was all there. But just as it was witl
eany diagnosis I had ever received, there was a challenge buried in the bac
tnews. Casey missed that, but I didn’t.
>  “Let’s not have any expectations,” he said. I smiled and nodded.



“Roger that.”

5
Having a target allowed me to strategize and prioritize. It wasn’t just abou

rhealing. Whenever something sets me back, I always set a goal, somethin
jtangible to shoot for, that keeps me task-oriented and prevents me from being
jconsumed by the sorrow of whatever is going on.

1 But it’s important that your goal isn’t too readily attainable. I like to se
taudacious goals during dark times. Too often, motherfuckers are convinces
tthat they are challenging themselves by aiming to accomplish something
ithey’ve done countless times before. I hear it whenever someone comes t
ime for training advice, which is a lot. Spoiler alert: it rarely goes the way
they’d hoped. Recently, someone asked how to best prepare for a half
imarathon.

7 “Why the fuck are you running a half-marathon?” I asked. “You’r
ralready training, so why not a full marathon?” He tripped over his tongu
strying to come up with a satisfying answer, but I already knew why. He wa
ttraining for something he knew he could do. I'm not picking on him. That’
rhow most of the world operates. Very few individuals step outside the bo:
tand attempt to stretch their limits. They rule out the spectacular by default
sThey put a hard cap on their own performance way before game day. The fac
ithat I’d put Moab out there would keep me dreaming big through th
drudgery of rehab, and it also set me up for the possibility of doing somethin;
tspecial.

- It didn’t guarantee it. Not by a long shot. My body would have to respon
<to all my effort and commitment. I’d have to prove that I could run lony
.distances again in order to make it to that starting line, but if all of that line
up, I would be rewarded with a unique and rare opportunity. That is, to com
back from injury and earn redemption in Moab. The fact that I believed that
was capable of that, despite my condition, gave me confidence and strength
»Strength that was mine to keep. Strength I could rely on even if it turned ou
that my rehab went nowhere and it became clear that I couldn’t run like

used to. That was my worst-case scenario, and if it happened, I already knew
iwhat I would do. I’d set another unreasonable goal and get back to work.

1 During my long days of rehabilitation, I envisioned what the immediat
{future might bring, starting with the worst-case scenario and working forwar
from there. Locking eyes with the worst-case is always my starting point i
any endeavor because it removes the fear of failure, prepares me for any an



all outcomes, and keeps me leaning net positive from jump.

Whatever happens to us in life, we must aim to keep things net positive
tWhen you have a shitty day, it’s tempting to call it an early night and try tc
3forget about it, but if you go to bed in the red, chances are you’ll wake up tha
Jway, and all too often, that type of negativity snowballs. When your entir

day is fucked up, make sure that you achieve something positive before light:
Tout. You’ll probably have to stay up a bit later to read, study, get a workou
lin, or clean the house. Whatever it takes to go to bed in the black, get it done
3That’s how you stay net positive on the day to day, and when that become:
dautomatic, it will be so much easier to see any emotional tripwires coming
ywhich will help you strategize around them.

- In Montana, that meant I had to keep an open mind and stay grounded i1
reality. I knew my goal was far-fetched as fuck, and I didn’t necessaril
eexpect to be able to finish Moab 240. Maybe I could run fifty miles? Maybe
ecould knock out one hundred? In this situation, the worst thing that couls
Spossibly happen was I don’t even start the fucking thing. There was an evei
Sbetter chance that it would be canceled like everything else because of thi
Xcoronavirus. I could live with all of that because there are always other races
~and I knew I would emerge from this experience with five months of intens
ttraining and rehabilitation, which could only help me going forward. Twrt
eweeks in, I still had no idea when I would be able to run again, yet I remainec
3focused on and worked toward my unreasonable goal, which allowed me tc
turn all the discomfort and frustration I was feeling into nutrients that primec
Ime for growth.
3 Meanwhile, the news was impossible to ignore. The first viral wave hac
Iswept across the nation, leading to lockdowns, overflowing hospitals, masl
®mandates, and a general population used to living very comfortable
Ipredictable lives losing their collective shit in the face of tragedy anc
.adversity. Many things in life are masked by circumstance. My weak
ldegrading knees had been disguised by strong quad muscles that coulc
Icompensate for the joint’s lack of stability, and now, my whole life had beer
vupended.

The coronavirus exposed society’s lack of stability. It showed us tha
2pational unity is fragile and that the social structures and habits we’ve reliec
lon can be vaporized at any moment. In the spring of 2020, life had becom
lreal, and suddenly, everybody was home and a lot of us were feeling
lexposed. The unemployment rolls swelled, people were sick and dying, ren



went past due, schools were shuttered, and supply chains ground to a halt
' That’s exposure on a global level. Everything was upside down, and it wa
yscary, frustrating, and unpredictable, and a lot of people did not pass the test
tThey were caught unprepared. I wasn’t.

e We all have one thing in common. We are here, stuck in the game of life
soften subject to the whims of forces beyond our control, but we never traii
tfor it. We dedicate ourselves to external goals, whether they are rooted i
fitness or school or work, as if they are isolated events, somehov
sdisconnected from the totality of our lives. When everything we do is ai
,opportunity to get better at the game of life itself. My life and m
commitment to do what needs to be done even when I don’t want to preparec
1me for the pandemic, but only because I’ve come to see everything I’ve don
yand been through as training.

I I am a student of life. I carry around a notebook. I keep logs. I study al
Ithe upswings and down currents of my days as if the final exam is tomorrow
1Because we all have an exam tomorrow. Whether we realize it or not, ever
einteraction, each task is a reflection of your mindset, values, and futur
,prospects. It’s an opportunity to be the person you’ve always wanted to be.

> You don’t have to have survived trauma or become a physical beast t
train for life. We’ve all been challenged physically, emotionally, anc
lintellectually, and we’ve all failed. Don’t be shy about digging through you
blost archives. No matter how irrelevant those experiences seem now, the
1count because they were all dry runs for whatever comes next.

This awareness that everything we do is merely training for the nex
lepisode is like a filter that expands your perception. When you get assignes
<something at work or school that you don’t want to do, step into a conflic
vyou didn’t see coming, someone close to you gets sick or dies, or
1relationship falters, you will see these challenges as new chapters in life’,
,textbook, which you can study to make sure that the next season of loss won’
1be such a kick in the knees. Not just for you, but more so for the peopl
1around you. We all know that training is required to make the cut i1

competitive sports, get into the best schools, and compete for the mos
tcoveted jobs because that’s what it takes to be prepared. If the pandemir
Iproved one thing, it’s that everyone can be better prepared to handle life’:
esudden dark twists.

3 After a month of intense rehab, I went for a three-mile run to evaluat:

>

thow far I’d come. While my pace was pedestrian, I was shocked at hov



.different my stride felt. I had always had more of a scooting running style
sunable to stride it out. But on this first run, my whole body absorbed th
.impact when my foot hit the ground, not just my knees. That was a majo
improvement I could build upon, which is exactly what I did.

,  As always, my ace in the hole throughout this process had been Kish, bu
1her time in Montana had come to an end, so I shifted gears into straight-uj
1monk mode. My whole existence revolved around training, visualization, anc
vrecovery. Some of that time I spent with Casey. And while it’s a fact that h
1came up with shit I’d never heard of before—Ilike hitting the VersaClimbe
ywith pressure cuffs looped around my legs and utilizing a high-speed muscle
Istimulation machine during abdominal and leg workouts—for every hour

aspent with him, I put in another five-plus hours on my own.

Most people who attempt to recover from an acute injury see thei
Iphysical therapist a few times a week for an hour at most, yet they make tha
therapist their leader and convince themselves that it is the therapist’s job tc
yfix them. We can’t rely on others to get us to where we need to be. We nee
emore personal ownership and self-leadership. When I was struggling i

school, my mom brought in tutors a couple of times. The first time around, i
2didn’t help much because I only cracked my schoolbooks when that tuto
1showed up once a week. Instead of using her as a guide to help me figure ou
rhow to learn better on my own, my tutor became a glorified homeworl
ycoach. That situation didn’t last long, and I fell further and further behind

The second time we hired a tutor, I had my mind set on graduating an
tpassing the ASVAB, and it worked. Not because the second tutor was better
1but because I was committed to my own success and put in work on my own.
t  Casey helped me a lot, but he wasn’t my leader. He was a consultant.
awas in charge of my own rehabilitation, and I worked at it up to ten hours
sday, seven days a week, because I was on the clock. I needed to buil
tstrength and rehabilitate in a timely fashion, or Moab would never happen.
etightened up my diet to lose any excess weight and ease the load on m
nknees. I incorporated heart-rate training for the first time in years. I dippec
tback into cross-training. I swam, rowed, and spent hours on the Jacob’
cLadder and the AssaultBike. I was open to any exercise with a high sucl
sfactor that I could maintain for long periods of time while sparing my knees

My sleep was the best it had ever been. And with every workout and eacl
apassing day, the dog got hungrier and hungrier. Operation Moab Redemptioi
vwas on track.



,  Of course, whenever David Goggins feels like he’s got it all figured out
einstant karma bites back. I endured bouts of intermittent swelling an
rcontinued to have my knee drained. In fact, five days before the race, wi
drained a baseball-sized Baker’s cyst behind my knee because it wa
tinhibiting my newfound range of motion. Yeah, I still had issues, but
Jcertified my knee as “good enough,” and on October 7, I toed the line. Tha
1was a major accomplishment. As far as I was concerned, I was already in the
eblack, and whatever happened from here would be gravy. Which freed me yj
rto run my natural ass off.
- I was shocked at how good I felt and kept waiting for the wheels to fal
Ioff. Around mile seventy, I started to feel a tendon above my left ankle, an
while it hurt like hell, I tried not to focus on it. My attention was dedicated tc
rfollowing my blueprint to a T. Around mile 130, I ran out of water during the
thottest time of day. It was ninety degrees, I went through one hundred ounce
yquicker than ever and became dehydrated several miles short of the next aic
Istation. My pace went from brisk to sluggish, and licking my lips wasn’
1helping a whole lot. While dehydration was a concern, I also had mucl
tbigger issues. My new stride put a lot more pressure on my left ankle. It hel
rup well for the first part of the race but had hit its limit, and the pain was n
tlonger something I could ignore or move to the back of my mind. It was louc
kas hell.

We called ahead, and Kish was able to have water, pickle juice, anc

lelectrolytes ready when we arrived at the aid station at around two in th
vafternoon. I was comfortably in second place, about an hour behind the
leader. The only shelter was our support vehicle, and I sat shotgun while
Thydrated. Kish placed ice packs under my arms and on the back of my neck
aand I placed one in my groin area, all the trigger points that bring the cor
Itemperature down quickly. The rest of the crew left us alone. I got so cold s«
Ifast that pretty soon, I was jackhammering, and this time I surrendered to it
yKish sensed my concern.
1  “Something is bothering you,” she said, “but I can’t help you if you don’
stell me what it is.” I nodded and took off my left shoe. My anterior tibia
<tendon, which sits above the ankle joint, was swollen as thick as a rope, an
.any movement at all felt as if I were piercing my foot with a red-hot blade
1The pain was so palpable that even Kish was clenching her teeth when sh
1picked up the phone to call Casey.

I had asked Casey to join the crew because it was obvious that the ol



,blood-and-guts routine I’d relied on for so long wouldn’t be enough this time
1My forty-five-year-old body was breaking down, and I had a feeling I’d nee
ehis expertise somewhere along the way. Trouble was, he was resting back a
sthe crew cabin in Moab and couldn’t get to us for an hour and a half. Tha
Iwas on me. I should have made sure he was at every aid station, especiall
tthis deep into the race, but it wasn’t in the blueprint.
> I’d been awake for about thirty-six hours straight by then, and all I couls
ydo was close my eyes and try to get some sleep while awaiting his arrival, bu
between the heat, my ankle pain, my racing heartbeat, and stress from thi
Irunning clock, I couldn’t relax. I kept picturing the race leader scamperin
lahead like a jack rabbit while I was stuck.
>  “Thanks for all the rehab, bro. I now have a new stride, and my ankle i
afucked,” I said with a wry smile. Casey had arrived and was inspecting m’
sfoot and ankle from every angle. The joint was partially dislocated, and m’
Itendon was puffy as hell, as if it were getting ready to pop through my tau
tskin. “Tell me you can unfuck it.”
1 He set my foot down gently and nodded, his hands on his hips. He ha
1this look in his eye that reminded me of the medics that hang around Hel
YWeek. Those guys are a special breed. They witness a lot of suffering but art
1programmed never to show sympathy or tell you to quit. Your bone could b«
coming out of your skin, and they will blow on it, tape that shit up, and say
1“You’re good to go.” Casey’s demeanor was just like theirs, which convincec
ame that he’d figured something out to keep me moving, but it would be evil
2and I would have to suck it the fuck up!
I  “This tendon wants to rupture,” he said. That startled me. Kish too. “It”:
,okay. I can prevent the rupture and stabilize it enough that you can continu
eto run, but it’s going to hurt like hell.”
>  For the next hour, he scraped my puffy tendon with a blunt, meta
.instrument while I lay back on his portable treatment table wearing blinders
The only way I can describe the pain is that it was so bad, I could only laugl
tor cry. And motherfucker, I chose laughter.
1 “Used to be that the only people stupid enough to think that running 24(
dmiles was a good time were White people,” I said while Casey dug into my
.tendon, trying to move the fluid enough to slide my joint back into place
e“Then my Black ass showed up!
“You all realize I'm choosing to do this, right? That this is m
Imotherfucking choice! Not only that, I'm paying for it. I paid for thi



.motherfucker right here to fly to fucking Utah to torture my ass with a blun
dinstrument in the middle of nowhere!”

t  The harder Casey scraped my tendon, the louder my howls of laughte
tbecame. We are talking out-of-control, breathless belly laughs. Pretty soon
ythe whole crew was dying.

When I first limped to Casey’s table, I’d been pissed off, and the crev
1looked somber as fuck. They had all been excited when I was running witl
tthe leader for the majority of the first ninety miles. They’d watched mi
eperform and helped me strategize to maintain my iron grip on second plact
swhile I waited for the back half to make my move, only to witness ye

another fucking setback. Something almost always breaks down for me
sThat’s no secret, but it’s frustrating as hell to find yourself in the sam
yposition over and over.
y  The crew felt bad, but I didn’t need or want their sympathy. I couldn’t us:
tit. Sympathy has no power. Humor, on the other hand, picks everyone up. I
is a huge morale booster. Laughing at yourself and the absurdity of life an
lyour own goofy choices gets the endorphins flowing and the adrenalin
lpumping. It helped me take the pain and distracted my crew from the fact tha
athe rest of the race would almost certainly devolve into a walk fest. They al
athought so because it was obvious that my ankle was seriously injured, anc
,they knew from the tone of my voice and my laughter that I wasn’t about tc
1quit.

, A person who refuses to quit has a lot of tools at their disposal, and
didn’t use humor merely as a numbing agent or a tool of strategic distraction
sI used it to lock in even deeper. The more Casey worked on me and th
alouder my team laughed, the clearer I could see that my race wasn’t close t
being over.

1 Keep laughing, motherfuckers, I thought to myself. Wait until you see mq
.on the back half of this bitch. Turned out that all that laughter hac
areawakened the sleeping savage within.

More than three hours after I’d arrived at the aid station, my ankle wa:
)back in joint and wrapped in six types of athletic tape to prevent me fron
yflexing it. It was almost like a cast, but Casey assured me that, despite how i
.felt, it could take some pounding.

“This joint needs to move,” he said. “It’s gonna hurt, but moving on it i
ythe best thing for it.” In other words, Merry Fucking Christmas.

s  After being down for three and a half hours, and now four full hour



tbehind the leader, it was time to see what I could do. As luck would have it
Ms. Kish was next up as pacer. As we left the aid station, Jason, anothe

rmember of my crew, approached Casey.

,  “Think it will hold up?” he asked.

“We’ll know at the next aid station,” Casey said. A few seconds later,
vreappeared on the trail below, hauling ass. Kish could barely keep up. “O
1you can turn around and see for yourself.”

e Prior to the race, Kish selected the very same section she’d enjoyed st
emuch in 2019 for her shift as pacer, and I’d been looking forward to thi:
tmoment for a year. Of the entire 240-mile course, I’d visualized this sectioi
right here far more than any other, and as soon as we were on the trail,
epushed the pace. Four miles in, Kish grimaced, glanced at her smartwatch
and looked puzzled.
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Final n adjustments at mile 140

“I don’t think we went this fast last year,” she said.
“Oh, you noticed?” I asked, smiling to myself. “Call Casey and tell hin



it’s on!”

I accelerated uphill, which took Kish by surprise. As pacer, it was her jol
to stay with me, and she sprinted to catch up. In fact, to her great displeasur
and for the first time in the race, I was running every hill. Finally, when wt
arrived at the bottom of another incline, she grabbed my arm to stop me.

“Don’t you want to walk this?” she asked, breathless.

“Okay,” I said, laughing to myself, but before we reached the top, I tool
off again. Kish is a very good runner, but she wasn’t expecting to be in :
workout this deep into my race. Especially after all the talk about rupturec
tendons. I could see it. I could hear her breath. She started calling out hill:
well ahead of time. Unless I called for intervals first. Several times, I told he
we would run for five minutes and walk for three, only to stretch those five
minute intervals to twenty and then twenty-five minutes. I enjoyed watching
her stew in the unknown.

Was I torturing sweet Kish? Yes. Yes, I was. But don’t feel too bad fo
her. I had my reasons, and I know what makes her tick. Kish is extremel’
warm, refined, and polite, but don’t let the smooth taste fool you. Look wh
she fell in love with. That lady is a thug, just like me. There’s some seriou
dog in that motherfucker, and she does not tolerate any weak sauce.

When we first got together, she kept mentioning how there had alway:
been something missing in her past relationships. No one ever pushed he
enough. She was never challenged, and she loves to be challenged. In fact
she’d dogged her exes so hard so many times that during Moab 2019, whei
she saw me suffering on terrain she handled so easily, I couldn’t help bu
imagine what she might be thinking. I’m not ashamed to admit that in tha
moment, I had chestnut syndrome. My balls had retracted into my chest, anc
in 2020, whether I got to the finish line or not, it was mandatory that I ear
back any respect that I’d lost in these here hills so my balls could finally droj
back into their rightful place.

I knew I'd done my job when she finally said, “I don’t remember thi:
section being so hard.” Once again, I laughed my ass off.

We finished Kish’s section ninety minutes faster than in 2019, and I wa:
only getting stronger, but now, it was time to venture into the high countr
and tackle the terrain that threatened my life the year before. As the trai
pitched up in altitude toward a ridge that loomed like a coiled dragon,
couldn’t shake the fear. I was afraid of how my body would react after bein;

lawake and running for forty hours. I was terrified that my longtime lun



issues would return with a vengeance. I was scared I wouldn’t make it.
> I’m afraid a lot, but I've learned to flip fear by facing whatever it is I'n
escared of head-on. When 1 first started to face my fears, I was tentative a
efuck. That’s normal, and the emotions and discomfort I felt were proof o
how potent this process can be. My anxiety stirred and my adrenalin
pumped as my mind edged closer to what I was so desperate to avoid. Bu
<within all that energy is a mental and emotional growth factor that can lead tc
aself-empowerment.
1 Just as stem cells produce a growth factor that stimulates cellula
scommunication, muscle growth, and wound healing in the body, fear is :
rseedpod packed with growth factor for the mind. When you deliberately anc
-consistently confront your fear of heights or particular people, places, an
3situations that unsettle you, those seeds germinate, and your confidenc
grows exponentially. You might still hate jumping off high things o
rswimming beyond the waves, but your willingness to keep doing it will helj
yyou make peace with it. You may even be inspired to try to master it. That’:
ohow a kid who was afraid of the water his whole life became a Navy SEAL.
s  Some people take the opposite path and hide from their fears. They art
like villagers terrorized by rumors of a dragon to the point that they canno
sleave their own property. They cower, and that dragon, who they have neve
rseen themselves, only gains strength and stature in their minds because whei
,you hide from whatever it is that freaks you out, that growth factor work:
1against you. It will be your fear that grows exponentially while you
tpossibilities become ever more limited.
t I had forty miles of steady altitude gain in front of me. That is a lot o
Itime to contemplate last year’s breakdown, and quick cuts of me doublec
10ver, begging for breath did flash in my head, but each step up onto anothe
Yhump of the dragon’s spine confirmed my commitment to the task at hand
Until I became the knight who turned up in that village one quiet evening
ssharpened my sword, and slayed the motherfucking dragon.

In 2020, the thin air did not trouble me. My lungs were clear, and I ran s
swell that my pacers had trouble checking me, but it all came at a cost. /
yvicious rash had erupted on my ass, my entire left foot was one giant blister
land after lasting for damn near sixty miles, the careful tape job that supportet
Imy ankle was unraveling, along with my focus. I was in so much pain, it wa:
adifficult to walk, much less run, and impossible to think. Goggins the savag;
shad fled the scene, and it was David who topped out at mile 201 and hobble«



into the aid station.

1 That rash stung so bad I crab-walked to the porta potty without a word
sKish tailed me with a clean set of clothes and an industrial-sized tub o
fDesitin diaper cream. When she yanked my drawers down, she gasped at th
2ugly scope of work. My ass had turned to hamburger meat. It was seeping
tand my taint was torn open, but Kish got right up in there and smeared tha
yzinc-based cream wherever it had to go until her hands were covered in m
blood. That’s true love, motherfuckers. Each time she touched the rash, ai
relectric shock of agony zipped up my spine and snapped my jaw shut. For ai
aencore, Casey lanced and taped my blisters and rewrapped my ankle. Tha
1didn’t feel too good either, but I was too damn tired for another comed:
1show. The entire process took an hour, which was too long, but I didn’t minc
aat the time because I was too deep in the hurt locker to consider anything bu
rsurvival.
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Mike and me head-fng out at mile 201

The pain was bordering on biblical as my pacer, Mike, and I started out agaii
and scraped along at a zombie’s pace. My ass felt like it was being sliced anc
fileted with rusty razor blades with each step. My blisters burned, and i



seemed like it was a matter of time before that tendon in my ankle snappe«
like a rubber band. Six miles in, we came across a campsite toilet set up by «
lake. I lied and told Mike I had to hit the head. In reality, I was desperate t
get off my feet. With thirty-three miles left, I’d hit my breaking point, and al
I wanted was for this race to be over.

Pain had never stopped me in an ultra race before. Yet, there I was, in
fugue state, ducking and hiding in the shitter, quaking in my running shoes
That’s when Goggins reappeared and found me there. Goggins knew that thi
only way to deal with pain is to run straight through the motherfucker, so h
knifed David, stuffed him down the toilet, and took the fuck over.

From that point on, I performed at a level I didn’t think was still possibl
for me. I used Mike as fuel and raced against him like he was my competitor
I dropped him on a descent. Long, boring, downhill terrain is his onl
weakness as a runner, and it’s my strength. Anything long and boring is m
strength, and I put several minutes on him. Mike is a very successful guy. Hi
works in finance in New York City, and he’s an accomplished ultra runner
He is not used to being dropped, let alone by someone two hundred miles intc
a race, and it pissed him the fuck off.

I slowed down and let him catch up, and when he did, he called Kish tc
tell her we were running well ahead of schedule, which shocked her becaus:
she was at the crew cabin doing laundry and didn’t expect to have to be bacl
on course for several hours. Then, he called his wife, who is also an elit
runner, and fumed about how I’d dropped him. He wanted me to hear how hi
felt, and when he hung up, he started barking at me too.

He took my behavior as a “fuck you,” but it was my respect for Mike tha
encouraged me to try and drop him. I knew how great a runner anc
competitor he is, and I wanted to strike a nerve. I was picking a fight with «
guy who loves a good fight because I knew it would bring more out of botl
of us, which is what I needed.

Just as I’d hoped, he took it as a personal challenge. I’d inflicted pain anc
humiliation on him, and it made him surly enough to serve some right back tc
me. At that point, Moab 240 disappeared, and it became a seventeen-mil
race between two alphas who were throwing down. He went from running
and walking to hammering, and it hurt both of us. By that point, I’d coverec

1,220 miles, and he’d run eighty, and we still clocked sub-eight- and then sub
seven-minute miles, and attitudes were everywhere. Somewhere in there, wi
tdecided to be friends again, and he looked over at me, mystified.



1  “I’ve never seen this before,” he said. “You’re a freak. You can lift heaw
aand run like this? Your ankle and knee are all fucked up, you’re two hundre«
omiles into this race, and you drop me?”
1 T get that kind of thing a lot from friends and strangers. They read abou
me taking on incredible challenges and frequently performing at a high leve
aor witness it themselves, and they think I was born for it. That I have somu
.innate quality they lack. Even after Can’t Hurt Me, many people still feel tha
away, when in fact, the opposite is true. I was born with birth defects, very fev
aprospects and raised in hell, but I found a way. Mike knew my whole story
but he’d experienced something he’d never seen before. He’d watched mu
adefy my broken body and not just refuse to quit but show out in a way tha
~.defied logic.
y  “I’m not a freak,” I said. “I’m just a guy who believes in himself mort
ythan most. I am aware of what we are all capable of and that to get there,
ehave to harness every bit of power and energy I can. Power that is within al
~of us and all around us. I use your weakness as strength. I use you
yaggravation as strength. I ignite my competitive spirit with yours to get m
moving even faster. Because if I can drop a hard motherfucker like you thi:
)deep into a race, what the fuck does that say about me?”
> Mike had gone from surly to giddy by the time we hit the next aid station
<Our goal was to get there in seven hours. We arrived in five. I was exhauste«
ofrom racing him, but there was only an hour and a half of daylight left anc
esixteen miles still to run, which meant I had to keep it moving. During m
rehab in Montana, Casey started to run with me, and he’d impressed mu
tenough that I asked him to take me home.
1  Barring catastrophe, I had second place locked, but before taking on eacl
anew section, I set micro-goals on the fly. The terrain ahead was filled witl
wrolling hills and narrow trails littered with cobbles and boulders. My goal wa:
to keep my average pace faster than twelve and a half minutes per mile. If
1did that, I’d finish with the fifth-fastest time ever.
>  We smashed those splits. Even after the sun dropped and our headlamp:
acame out, we were a pair of speed goats. We bounded from one boulder tc
sthe next and flew down the narrow singletrack, past sheer drop offs and thi
1shadows cast by the area’s abstract red-rock formations. We clocked a fev
-6:15 miles. The gravel and dust we displaced flew up like puffs of smok
efrom our heels. Stars glittered above, and the brightest one was my mythica
North Star that led me into yet another state of flow and an entirely nev



ydimension.
1  Until that moment, I’d considered 2007 to be my athletic peak. I wa
thirty-three years old back then and chewed up 100-mile races like Kit Kats
tbut I was not yet the mental beast I’d become at forty-five years old. My
12007 self was a hard-core savage in his athletic prime. That motherfucke
ewould run through cinder block walls, but he was less flexible and aware, les:
tstrategic. I’m not sure my younger self would have even considered running
v240 miles five days after having his knee drained.
. The final section of Moab 2020 was the best I’d ever felt on road or trail
athe fastest I’d ever moved so deep in a race, and when the first city light:
ttwinkled below us, I knew that redemption was mine at last. I crossed the lin:
in a state of euphoria. It wasn’t the brand of bliss you may be familiar with. I
ewas the Goggins version: nasty and electric. I practically spoke in tongues a
IT talked all kinds of shit to myself, to my demons, to the mountains, to th
ldark night sky, and to my North Star.
r “Youdon’t know me, son!” I howled. “You don’t know me, son!”
e The sparse crowd cheered, and my team laughed when I hit the dirt an
sknocked out twenty-five push-ups because I still could. I’d been in seconc
place most of the race. When I left the mile 140 aid station, I was four hour
.behind the race leader, but I ran one of the fastest back halves of Moab 24(
lever and finished in 62:21:29, just ninety minutes behind the winner. Thy
1savage was now in full bloom, and he had an unquenchable thirst.

»On the drive home, Kish and I discussed our Thanksgiving plans. We wert
heading to her family’s place in Florida for the holiday, and I told her hov
sback in the day, when I traveled as a recruiter, I used to sign up for any ultr:
qraces I could find if they were on the way to where I was going. I called then
slayovers. She tapped the matrix and found a layover in Maryland the weel
[before Thanksgiving. It was called the JFK 50 Mile. I signed up on the spo
and finished in 7:08:26, good enough for twenty-fifth place overall.
s  Casey had been inspired by his own performance in Utah and met us ou
ythere to compete in his first ultra. The final twenty miles were a monumenta
astruggle for him, so after my race was over, Kish and I found him on th
ycourse, and I paced him all the way home. Which is how my fifty-mil
alayover became a sixty-two-miler.

1 I couldn’t have been happier with how both races went. While my joint
ywere sore from the pounding and so much time on my feet, my muscle:



recovered faster than ever before. I felt as if I were hitting an athletic peak
scouldn’t have seen coming.

, The next day, we flew from Maryland to Florida. On Wednesda:
yafternoon, my phone lit up. It was an old friend gushing about a new even
rhe’d recently heard about, the Across Florida 200. It wasn’t a race in the trus
ssense. There was no mass start or centralized logistics team, and it was 10(
spercent self-supported. It started on the Gulf Coast and utilized roughly 18(
miles of trails and dirt roads and twenty miles of tarmac as it slithered like
,fugitive python northeast across the state to finish where the Atlantic Ocear
smeets the shore. Runners had seventy-two hours to complete the course, anc
enobody had managed to do it yet. Some dude hit 120 miles. Another tean
tmade it about fifty miles before packing it in.

s  Kish had worked hard crewing me in back-to-back races and had beei
elooking forward to the weekend and downtime with her family, so I tried tc
put the AF 200 out of my mind. But the prospect of running the most fucked
up turkey trot of all time spun in my head like an alien moon. Anytime

Iclosed my eyes, it was there, glimmering like a disco ball, daring me to try.
1  I’m always looking for more fuel because I do not mesh with this moder1
sage, which has a way of sucking the life force out of me. We all mus
Jmentally recharge from time to time. Some people like to golf. Others enjo?
ewatching football on Sundays. I go out in the backwoods and crush mysel
for several days at a time. This was an unexpected opportunity to fill m
mental tank to the brim, and after our Thanksgiving feast, the dog was stil
ehungry for scraps, so Kish and I drove north, and on Friday morning, I tappec
Vthe Gulf tideline and started running east.
1 Iran for two and a half days, past hillbilly hunting caravans and drunkei
1drag racers. I jogged on the shoulders of thrumming highways and beneatl
<buzzing powerlines and bloody sunset skies. I cut through private propert:
tand navigated swampy, humid forests home to damn near every wild anima
Florida had to offer. We’re talking vipers, bears, gators, and twenty differen
tvarieties of bloodsucking insects. I swear I saw them all. It was a damu
IFlorida Country Safari in that bitch!
2 With about thirty miles to go, in the dead of night, I was running on thi
eside of a busy highway when a cop flashed his rollers and cut me off. I hadn’
seen a single Black person since the race began, and given what I had seen o
SNorth Florida, I braced for the worst, but that White cop greeted me with
Shandshake and an eager smile. He was a fan, had been following my progres:



Ion Instagram, and was hoping to bump into me. After a few friendly words
he sounded his siren, parted the sea of zipping headlights and brake lights
yand escorted me across the road, where Kish had parked and was waitin
twith hot food. Then, he radioed his buddies. Soon, we had three police car:
2and four cops standing around us, taking pictures and shooting the shit. They
Jwere all very polite and respectful.

) However, the world being what it is, not five miles later, on that sam
ahighway, a beat-to-shit pickup crept alongside me. I turned and glanced at th
1kid in the passenger seat just as he hollered, “Nigger!”

1 I shook my head as they drove on, but his ignorance didn’t fuck with me
1That was his problem. In fact, the word he’d hoped would wound mq
bounced right off me. I was on the verge of running five hundred miles o
1ultra races in less than six weeks. That is a monumental output, and the
yreason I pulled it off is because I am focused on being my best at all times
-When you live that way, there is no time to donate to small-town racists o
Ianyone else whose perspective is defined by their narrow minds. At this poin
in my life, the supposedly offensive, unspeakable word with its dark, violen
1history has been reduced to a chain of harmless symbols: consonants an
tvowels that don’t mean a damn thing.

y  With two miles to go, the heavens opened up. Cool, cleansing rain pourec
fin sheets and buckets and washed my sweat, filth, and blood onto the sand:
yroad.

1 “The rain god’s a punk!” I howled. “I wish it were raining harder!”

1 I followed that road as it unspooled through the trees until it spilled onto .
white-sand beach lapped by the Atlantic Ocean. I had officially run acros
1Florida in less than three days and become the first to complete the AF 200.

1 I was in the best shape of my life at forty-five years old, and I couldn’
ywait for 2021. With my North Star lighting my way, I envisioned a caree
lyear of shattered personal bests.

t  With that in mind, the following February, I scheduled an appointmen
1with an orthopedist to discuss the nagging pain I felt in both my knees. I’«
heard he offered a new stem-cell treatment that might help, but he suggestec
asurgery instead. It would be a simple arthroscopic clean-up job, he said. Hi
twould cut away frayed edges, remove floating tissue and promised noticeabl
fimprovement after two to three weeks of recovery.

a2 I agreed, but as surgery approached, I became more apprehensive abou
sit. I’d been through hack-job surgeries before, was running well despite ths



,pain, and didn’t want to lose what I had. Yet, whenever I considered thi
,entire picture, I came back to what he told Kish and me in his office. The risl
swas low enough that there was no downside. We’d all agreed on a simpl
sobjective: to clear away the source of my residual pain so I could continue tc
ygrind.

The morning of my surgery, February 10, I went for a long run. With a
aleast two weeks of downtime ahead, I needed to get one last one in. Then
eshowered, shaved, and drove to the hospital. My surgeon met me in recovery

The operation took longer than he’d expected, but he didn’t mentio

.complications or alter our rehab-and-recovery plan before I was dischargec
awith not so much as a set of crutches.
f  For the next several nights, the pain was so bad I became nauseous. I hac
2to use the walls as crutches to get to the bathroom from bed. I could barely
.put any weight on either knee, and I knew I was not supposed to be thi
rfucked up after such a simple procedure. Most people can walk immediatel
tand are back to grinding within two weeks. Something twisted and wrong hac
tto have happened in that operating room, but the doctor didn’t say shit. And
1sensed something else too. I would never run again.
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pain, and didn’t want to lose what I had. Yet, whenever I considered the
entire picture, I came back to what he told Kish and me in his office. The risk
was low enough that there was no downside. We’d all agreed on a simple
objective: to clear away the source of my residual pain so I could continue to
grind.

The morning of my surgery, February 10, I went for a long run. With at
least two weeks of downtime ahead, I needed to get one last one in. Then I
showered, shaved, and drove to the hospital. My surgeon met me in recovery.
The operation took longer than he’d expected, but he didn’t mention
complications or alter our rehab-and-recovery plan before I was discharged
with not so much as a set of crutches.

For the next several nights, the pain was so bad I became nauseous. I had
to use the walls as crutches to get to the bathroom from bed. I could barely
put any weight on either knee, and I knew I was not supposed to be this
fucked up after such a simple procedure. Most people can walk immediately
and are back to grinding within two weeks. Something twisted and wrong had
to have happened in that operating room, but the doctor didn’t say shit. And I
sensed something else too. I would never run again.



EVOLUTION NO. 7

AS FAR BACK AS | CAN REMEMBER, | CRAVED A SEAT AT THE TABLE. EVEN WHEN
was a punk-ass teenager, I knew that one day I wanted to sit at that mythica
table among the greats in my field. I suppose you can trace it back to a dee]
desire for respectability. I desperately wanted to be somebody because I fel
like a nobody. That’s why I was drawn toward Special Ops at such a youn;
age, and when I realized I was flunking out of school, it’s why I was s
motivated to change. I knew that I would never arrive at that table unless
took myself and my life more seriously. And yet, as much as I wanted to b
among the greats, the decision-makers, the anointed ones, I spent year
waiting for a formal invitation.

I don’t know how many times I visualized receiving that embosse
golden ticket to the dinner I dreamed of, where steak and lobster tail wouls
be served by those who admired and wanted to be near us, but I expected tc
have to prove something first. I figured if I inserted myself into the prope
organization or structure and met the standard consistently, someone woulc
notice me—a mentor or guide—and give me directions to where all th
power players gathered. I was not looking to be at the head of their table.
wasn’t delusional. I just wanted a seat.

In the meantime, I became one of the waiters who served the elite. Befor
long, some of my peers, who in my mind weren’t as qualified as I was, wer
seated at the table too. I sucked it up and served them, still hoping that on
day I’d be tapped on the shoulder and someone would pull out a chair for me
I wanted so badly to be anointed and validated by my superiors. I wanted tc
be told, “You have finally arrived, David Goggins. You are now recognize
to be one of the best.”

Trouble is, that formal invitation rarely arrives, and for me, it never did
but while I waited, I observed my so-called superiors at close range.
watched them work, studied how they presented themselves, and realized tha



most of them were fairly common motherfuckers. And I wanted to b
uncommon. Because it is the uncommon story, the uncommon leader, tha
inspires others to seek more of themselves, work harder, and rise to th
occasion.

It’s no secret that the vast majority of people prefer to be led because it’
easier to follow someone else than to break your own trail. Yet all too often
we are led by bosses, teachers, coaches, and powerful officials who wear thi
rank and title and deploy optimistic speeches, management lingo, an
strategies they learned in some university or seminar or from their colleague

rat that table in the executive suite but do not inspire us. Perhaps it’s becaus:
jthey talk way too much and do far too little. Maybe it’s because their ow:
,lives are out of control. Whatever the case, over time, it becomes obvious tha
(these men and women who we once admired from afar don’t have what i
stakes to lead themselves, let alone anyone else. Yet when they reject o
;ignore us, we allow that to limit us and our ability to influence thi
rorganization we belong to and the people around us.
» It doesn’t have to be that way.
s Too many people mistake leadership for what happens at the top, in the
spotlight, around that mythical table, when some of the most powerful leader:
jare hard at work in the shadows. They know that opportunities to make .
jdifference in the lives of their neighbors, family, coworkers, and friends art
sever-present. They wield massive influence without having to say much, i
ranything at all, and the first step in becoming one of these unsung heroes i
jlearning how to become a self-leader.
-~ Back in 1996, when I was a twenty-one-year-old airman in a Tactical Ai
IControl Party unit (TACP), I subscribed to the basic definition of leadershij
like almost everyone else. A leader was the person in charge. The one witl
-the highest rank, the fat salary, and the doting support staff. A leader had th
spower to hire and fire and make or break entry-level peons like me. I neve
othought a person who had no particular authority over me would end up beiny
. such a major influence in my life. I had no clue that I would soon get a crasl
;course in self-leadership and how it can turn anyone into a powerful exampls
jthat is impossible for others to ignore or ever forget.

Typically, TACP is the liaison between the Air Force and the Army, and
was stationed at an Army base in Fort Campbell, Kentucky, where th

Irenowned Air Assault School is located. Air Assault is known to deliver “th
ten hardest days in the U.S. Army.” Nearly half of every class flunks ou



abecause it combines hard physical training with intellectual rigor a
tcandidates complete an onslaught of physical evolutions and learn how tc
asling-load choppers with heavy equipment, such as Humvees and fuel blivets
Everything must be rigged in a precise way to ensure the load will breal
saway upon delivery at the right place and time. As an Air Force guy assignes
,to Fort Campbell for four years, I knew two things. I was guaranteed to b
aserved orders to attend Air Assault School and that if I didn’t graduate witl
dthat badge on my uniform, it sent a clear message that I lacked motivatioi
sand was an underachiever.
e Now, did I prepare as if those orders would arrive at any moment? No,
1did not. I had everything I needed to become Honor Man at my fingertips, bu
tI didn’t tailor my workouts to Air Assault School. I had access to the obstacl
tcourse and the two ruck march courses and never got out there for a singl
rtraining run. I also failed to crack the books or leverage the guys I worke
awith who had firsthand knowledge of the sling-load test. There were new Ai
Assault classes running every month. I could have trained and studied my as:
off, then requested Air Assault School when I was ready. Instead, I waited fo
athose orders to land in my lap, and when they did, I showed up unprepared.
s  The fun started with a physical test on Day Zero, when candidates mus
arun two miles in under eighteen minutes before completing that motherfucke
20f an obstacle course made up of rib-crushing wall climbs, a rope climb, anc
fa balance test on a network of beams that lead to platforms as high as thirt
sfeet off the ground. There were so many people there that nobody reall’
stood out, and a good chunk of them failed to achieve the basic benchmark:
rrequired to be admitted into the school, but I made it.
> Before dawn on Day One, I approached the arches that formed th
1gateway to the Air Assault campus alongside a man I hadn’t noticed the day
abefore. Though it was dark, I could tell he was about my height and not mucl
rolder than me. Now that we officially belonged to the Air Assault class
swhenever we crossed under the arches, we were required to perform a set o
1“five and dimes.” That’s five pull-ups and ten elevated push-ups. We woul
across beneath those arches several times a day, and we always had to pay th
same toll.
I  We grabbed the bar at the same time. I knocked out the standard five pull
aups, but by the time I’d hit the dirt and finished my push-ups, that guy wa
estill on the bar. I stood and watched him perform far more than five pull-ups
tSatisfied, he dropped to his feet, fell forward, and hammered a lot more thai



sten push-ups. Only then did he report to class. We had a hard day of P1]
sahead. It would include many more push-ups and pull-ups, and the rest of u
.were content to meet the standard, hoping we would have enough energy t
¢survive the next ten days, yet this man was ready to smoke himself on th
ddark early morning of Day One. It was the first time I’d ever seen someon
2do more than what was required. I’d always thought my job was to meet th
1standard laid out by the brass, but he was clearly not concerned with wha
awas expected of him or what was to come.
“Who the fuck is that guy?” I asked nobody in particular.

I  “That’s Captain Connolly,” someone said. Okay, so he was an Arm
tcaptain, but in the Air Assault class, he had no authority at all. He was one o
aus, just another student trying to earn his badge. At least, that’s what
2assumed.
1 A few minutes later, we lined up for a six-mile march loaded down witl
rthirty-five-pound rucksacks. I was only a year and a half out from running
ssix-minute miles and coming in close to the top in damn near every run i
rPararescue training. In the run-up to Day One, I’d actually had delusions tha

once again, I’d be at the front of the pack on all the runs and might even wii
ta few, but I had been measuring myself against the general population. M»
rmind was set on that bell curve where 99.999 percent of the populatio
loperates, and when it came to getting after it, I figured I plotted out near th
ytop compared to the rest of the class. Didn’t matter that I wasn’t 175 pound:
yanymore and that I’d gained thirty-five pounds from lifting heavy and eatin
slike shit. I still looked strong and fit to most people, myself included. Oh, bu

I was softening up nicely.
e When the instructors yelled, “Go,” not everybody went out hard. We hac
yninety minutes to complete the course, and at least half the class intended tc
1walk a good chunk of it. I planned to run/walk the whole thing, knowing tha
,I would bank time running, which would put me out front. For the first two
fplus miles, I was in the lead group of five guys, including Captain Connolly
1Most of us were smoking and joking. We were running fairly hard, but wi
ewere also ripping on each other, and within twenty-five minutes, I wa

gassed. The Captain, who had been silent the entire time, had barely startec
-to sweat. While we were wasting valuable energy bullshitting, he was self
scontained and dialed in, focused on kicking our collective ass.

Around mile three, the road pitched up into the limestone hills, and the

awhole group seemed to downshift at once and started to walk as if we sharec



[a common mind. We were breathing heavily, and I knew walking the ups anc
srunning the flats and downs would be the best way to finish with a decen
btime and still have something left in the tank for the next several hours o
aphysical training. Captain Connolly did not downshift. He ran on ahead of us
asilent as a ghost. Some of the guys squawked about catching him when hi
einevitably blew up, but I was certain we wouldn’t see him again until th
tfinish line. Captain Connolly was an entirely different animal. He was off th:
bell curve—an outlier. He was not one of us.

It does something to you when you are running close to what you
yperceive as your limit (back then, I still topped out at 40 percent) and there i
fsomeone else out there who makes the difficult look effortless. It was obviou
Ithat his preparedness was several levels above our own. Captain Connolly dit

not show up to simply get through the program and graduate so he coulc
1collect some wings for his uniform and belong to the unspoken fraternity o
ssupposed badasses at Fort Campbell. He came to explore what he was mad
10f and grow. That required a willingness to set a new standard whereve
tpossible and make a statement, not necessarily to our dumb asses, but tc
rhimself. He was respectful of all the instructors and the school, but he wa
ynot there to be led.
1 The ruck march ended at the arches, and on our approach, we could al
esee Captain Connolly’s silhouette as he completed pull-up after pull-up afte
spull-up. Once again, he made a mockery of the standard as the rest of us wert
scontent to file our five and dimes. Compared to our peers, our performanci
twas well above average, but after watching Captain Connolly flex, it didn’
feel like much. Because I knew that while I had been fine with just showing
lup, he’d prepared for the moment, attacked the opportunity, and showed out.
>  Most people love standards. It gives the brain something to focus on
twhich helps us reach a place of achievement. Organizational structure anc
-atta’ boys from our instructors or bosses keep us motivated to perform and tc
~move up on that bell curve. Captain Connolly did not require externa
emotivation. He trained to his own standard and used the existing structure fo
shis own purposes. Air Assault School became his own personal octagon
1where he could test himself on a level even the instructors hadn’t imagined.
- For the next nine days, he put his head down and quietly went about th
business of smashing every single standard at Air Assault School. He saw tht
abar that the instructors pointed to and the rest of us were trying to tap as
lhurdle to leap over, and he did it time and again. He understood that his ranl



lonly meant something if he sought out a different certification: an invisibls
tbadge that says, “I am the example. Follow me, motherfuckers, and I wil
fshow you that there is more to this life than so-called authority and stripes o
,candy on a uniform. I’ll show you what true ambition looks like beyond al
ethe external structure in a place of limitless mental growth.”

e He didn’t say any of that. He didn’t run his mouth at all. I can’t recall hin
auttering word one in ten fucking days, but through his performance anc
extreme dedication, he dropped breadcrumbs for anybody who was awaki
1and aware enough to follow him. He flashed his tool kit. He showed us wha
spotent, silent, exemplary leadership looked like. He checked into every Golc
sGroup run, which was led by the fastest instructor in that school, anc
dvolunteered to be the first to carry the flag.

1  When the sling-load test came around, I thought that might be hi
fkryptonite. I was hoping that he was just a physical stud, a freak of nature.
ewanted to find a flaw in him because it would make me feel better abou
rmyself. But when the instructors asked for a volunteer to be the first to take
stest that half the class would fail, he didn’t raise his hand or say anything ou
sloud. He simply stepped forward to be tested on helicopters, reach pendants
sling sets, proper rigging, and inspection before anyone else. He aced tha
ltoo.

r He won every last physical evolution, was at the top of the class on eacl
2of the exams, and raised the level of the entire group. We all wanted to b«
emore like him. We wanted to compete against him. We used him as
tmeasuring stick, as someone we could emulate, because he gave u
spermission to go beyond the standard. Thanks to him, I volunteered to carr
the flag on one of the Gold Runs, and to this day, it is one of the hardest run:
,I’ve ever completed. Without the use of your arms, it’s impossible tc
lgenerate the same power and momentum, and that flag feels like a parachut:
stugging you backward. However, I was nowhere near his physical condition
land when the twelve-mile ruck march came around on Day Ten—our fina
rtest in Air Assault School—all I could do was watch him disappear into thi
,distance as he shattered the Air Assault record for the fastest twelve-mili
time ever.

e I graduated mentally and physically exhausted but felt almost nothiny
swhen I was awarded the wings I thought would anoint me as a made mati
aaround Fort Campbell. I was still too puzzled and irritated by Captaii
<Connolly’s level of effort, which felt almost confrontational. It wasn’t a lot o



ofun to be around him, yet I relished every second. He made m
luncomfortable because he exposed my lack of dedication to giving my bes
reffort each and every day. Being around people like that forces you to tr
lharder and be better, and while that is a good thing, when you are inherentl
lazy, what you really want are some days off. The Captain Connollys of thi
aworld don’t give you that option. When they are in your foxhole, there are nc
1days off.
> His conditioning was clearly off the charts, and I’m not talking about th:
tphysical aspect alone. Being a physical specimen is one thing, but it takes s
Imuch more energy to stay mentally prepared enough to arrive every day at «
Iplace like Air Assault School on a mission to dominate. The fact that he wa:
able to do that told me it couldn’t possibly have been a one-time thing. It hac
sto be the result of countless lonely hours in the gym, on the trails, and in th
Ibooks. Most of his work was hidden, but it is within that unseen work tha
tself-leaders are made. I suspect the reason he was capable of exceeding an
aand all standards consistently was because he was dedicated at a level mos
tpeople cannot fathom in order to stay ready for any and all opportunities.
,  Those who have not learned to self-lead show up to their lives like I dic
tAir Assault School. They don’t prepare or have a plan of attack. They wait
get shotgunned into something—a school, a job, a physical test—then wing
1the motherfucker. Think about how much information is out there on th
cinternet. Any place you want to build your skills, from boot camp to Harvar
aBusiness School, from EMT certification to an engineering degree, i
sdescribed online in granular detail. You can study the prerequisites and star
yon the coursework before you are even admitted. You can prepare as if yot
sare already there so when the time comes and you do land that opportunity
yyou are ready to smash it. That’s what a self-leader does, no matter how bus?
atheir lives are. Not because they are obsessed with being the best, but becaus:
,they are striving to become their best.
1 Self-leaders rarely rest. In the heat of battle, they become dolphins whc
asleep with one side of their brain on alert and one eye always open so the
eare ready to outsmart, outswim, or battle their predators and they are awak
enough to float back to the surface and take another breath. In order to sustail
sthat amount of energy output, self-leaders return again and again to ths
10rganizing ideals of their lives. They live for something bigger thai
1themselves, and because of that, their lives swell and glow with an energ
fthat others can feel. It can also start a chain reaction that challenges an



2awakens people to the untapped power coiled within themselves. The powe
tthat they are wasting with each passing day.
y  Setting an example through action rather than words will always be th
ymost potent form of leadership, and it’s available to all of us. You don’t havi
eto be a great public speaker or have an advanced degree. Those things art
bfine and have their place, but the best way to lead a group is to simply livi
the example and show your team or classmates, through dedication, effort
eperformance, and results, what is truly possible.
>  That’s where I’'m at now. Thanks in part to the example Captain Connolly
aset and because I was aware enough to recognize that he was a rare breed anc
shumble enough to learn from him. However, as you know, the transformatioi
1didn’t take right away. Sadly, once Air Assault School was over and Captair
2aConnolly was out of my life, the spark faded, and I fell back into my ol
tways. While I never stopped thinking about that ten-day experience, I didn’
yhave it within me to self-lead just yet. I should have taken the lesson fron
tthose ten days and applied it to the next fifty years of my life. I should havt
imagined Captain Connolly watching me each and every day. Believe me, i
lyou think you’re being watched, you live differently. You’re more detailec
,and squared away. That’s not how it went for me. It would be another thre:
syears of slippage before I exhumed the Connolly files from my persona
earchives and studied them to become a self-leader.
1  Two years in the SEAL Teams was all it took to realize that nobody wa
sgoing to show up to coach or guide me to my seat at the table, but by then,
twanted off the bell curve. I wanted to make my own opportunities and ea
1alone at my own table. I wanted to become an outlier.
, I went on to beat Captain Connolly’s twelve-mile ruck-march time, whicl
yhad been tattooed on my brain for six years, while doing an eighteen-mil
eruck march at Delta Selection. I did it on a much harder course with a heavie
pack, and for the first twelve miles, I imagined that he was still out there i1
front of me, dropping breadcrumbs, daring me to exceed the standard he se
yyears ago. He was the first one to show me how to do more with less and tha
eit was not just possible to dig deeper but mandatory if you are striving to b
1your best self. When I eclipsed his time, I realized I was no longer chasin
aCaptain Connolly. From then on, every school, course, race, or record I tool
10n became an arena for my own self-development.
y  When you live like that, you are usually far beyond the influence o
Iparents, teachers, coaches, or other traditional mentors and their philosophies



rIn order to stay humble, you’ll need to make sure you are living up to you
own code. A lot of great organizations have inspiring mission statements
aElite military units are built around an ethos or creed that defines how thei
amen and women are supposed to conduct themselves. Each time I arrived at
anew school or endeavored to join a new Special Operations unit, I studiec
eand memorized the ethos or creed, and those words never failed to move mu
,and most of my peers, but it’s human nature to become complacent. N
matter how powerful the organizational ideals, even well-meaning peopl
ywho love what they do—especially those with seniority—will lack the menta
lendurance to live the creed on the day to day. And if most people within ai
10rganization don’t truly follow or adhere to the founding principles, ther
1what are they really worth? So, I took my own oath to self:

1

t
4I live with a Day One, Week One mentality. This mentality is rooted in self

dlSClplme personal accountability, and humility. While most people stoj
fwhen they’re tired, I stop when I am done. In a world where mediocrity i.
joften the standard, my life’s mission is to become uncommon amongst thi
aUncommon.

lWe all owe it to ourselves to stand for something. Principles give us
foundation—solid ground we can trust and build on as we continue tc
Iredefine what’s possible in our own lives. Sure, some will be put off by you
(dedication and level of effort. Others will call you obsessed or think tha
you ve gone crazy. When they do, smile and say, “I’m not crazy. I’'m just no
you.”

’ Don’t rely on some other group’s ethos or company’s mission statemen
to be your guide. Don’t walk around aimlessly trying to find purpose or fit in
Mine your core principles, and come up with your own oath to self. Mak
.sure it is aspirational and that it challenges you to strive and achieve, and live
by it every day.

When everything gets murky and fucked up and you feel alone an
misunderstood, revisit your oath to self. It will ground you. At times, you wil
need to revise your oath given the shifting priorities that arise with lifi
“changes, but don’t water it down. Make sure it is always strong enough tc
serve as your daily compass as you navigate life and all of its challenges
Living by this oath—your oath—you will never need anyone else to lead you

~ e = (D )

A UL (D =+



rBecause no matter what happens, you will never be lost.
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Who will you become and what do you want to stand for? Are you ready to be the standard? If
you are willing, share your oath to self. #OathToSelf #SelfLeadership #NeverFinished



Because no matter what happens, you will never be lost.

Who will you become and what do you want to stand for? Are you ready to be the standard? If
you are willing, share your oath to self. #OathToSelf #SelfLeadership #NeverFinished



CHAPTER EIGHT

PLAY UNTIL THE WHISTLE

SIX DAYS AFTER SURGERY, MY KNEES HADN’T IMPROVED, AND | COULD BARELY MOV]
at all. I had an appointment on the books to check in with my surgeon, wh
took one look at my swollen knees and decided to drain them. Instead o
synovial fluid, he pulled seventy-five mL of dark-purple deoxygenated bloo«
out of my right knee and thirty mL from my left. Ten days later, the swellin;
had returned, and he had to drain both knees again. I could tell by the look o1
the doctor’s face that the pain I was in and the persistent swelling were no
what he’d expected. Something was truly fucked up. While he gave me thi
third round of platelet-rich plasma (PRP) injections, hoping that might jump
start my healing process, he offered the first clue of what had actuall
happened in that operating room.
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The deoxygenated blood drained from my knees post-surgery was alarming.

I’d gone in for a simple clean-up job on the meniscus, the pad of cartilag
that acts as a shock absorber between the tibia and the femur (the shinbon:



and the thigh bone), but when he attempted to trim the cartilage, hi
instrument failed. My meniscus and the articular cartilage that clung to the
ends of my bones were too thick and tough. He said this was due to Wolff”.
Law, a phenomenon discovered by a nineteenth-century German surgeor
who found that when an increased load is placed on bones over time, thos
bones will become denser and much stronger. That sounds like a good thing
but in the knee, it can lead to deterioration or irregularities in the cartilage
which cause arthritis. In my case, the meniscus layer of padding between thi
bones wasn’t thick and smooth like a rubber mat, it was gnarled and twistec
like bark and rough like mortar. And the articular cartilage was just as tough
Instead of cutting easily, it was damn near bulletproof. My fucked-uj
connective tissue literally broke the surgeon’s high-dollar medical shears.

“Even your cartilage learned to stay hard,” he joked.

I didn’t laugh much because these were details I should have heard i
recovery instead of over two weeks later. That bothered me. However,
couldn’t help also feeling a perverse sense of pride. There had been so man
times in my life when I felt injured or sick during an intense physica
evolution but refused to quit, which forced my body to become the grea
compensator. I have adapted to deal with several medical conditions over the
years—some [’d inherited, others I’d acquired—to complete dozens o
strenuous, multi-day feats of endurance. In my doctor’s befuddlement, I sav
medical proof of that forced compensation. I’d put a heavy load on my bone:
for so long they had grown dense as stone and transformed my cartilage int
cement that was almost impossible to cut through. But, after several failec
attempts, the doctor did manage to cut through it.

While recognizing my body’s compensation for what it was,
physiological adaptation that enabled me to continue to grind at a high level
he still used a cookie-cutter approach to the surgery. My knees wert
undeniably fucked up prior to the surgery, but I could still function witl
them. Just a few hours before being wheeled into the operating room, I hac
run ten miles. Now, two weeks later, I’d limped to a stationary bike at ths
gym hoping to break a sweat and lasted twenty-two minutes before the paii
overwhelmed me. I went from the Moab 240 to running across the state o
Florida to twenty-two minutes on an exercise bike.

I returned again to the doctor’s office a full month post-surgery, and whel

°I told him how much anguish I was in and how little mobility I had, h
fdownplayed it and in the next breath casually informed me that during th



ssurgery, he’d drilled into one of my bones. At no point during the run-up tc
asurgery had he ever mentioned that as even a remote possibility, and despitt
sseeing me in recovery and twice since then, he had never mentioned that he
1had drilled two small holes into my left femur. Which was strange becaus:
ethat is not a procedure a doctor is likely to forget.
,  He said that after removing most of the cartilage in my left knee, h
,wanted to tap my bone marrow so it would leak out, puddle up, and create .
eclot that over time is thought to mimic the padding provided by an intac
Imeniscus. He also mentioned that at some point during the surgery, he’
.cleared the OR of anyone who was not a vital part of the process. Thi
yrevelation didn’t make me proud. It pissed me off. I have had several majo
surgeries in my life, and I’d never received important and unexpected detail
piecemeal. Surgeons are trained to explain the surgery at the earlies
10pportunity, but this guy wasn’t playing by those rules.
I  Starting on the day after surgery, there were several times Kish wanted t
yreach out and ask the surgeon to explain my level of pain and immobilit
Ibecause they were way beyond the expectations he’d laid out. I felt the sam
tway but did my best to control my emotions and avoid hitting the panit
abutton. On the way home from his office after learning about the holes h
fdrilled, however, my anxiety spiked.
v That evening, Kish and I did some investigating, and what we read onlin
swas unsettling. From what I gathered, it seemed that he’d given me somu
dtype of microfracture surgery and never said a word about it. After severa
1sleepless nights, I texted the doctor at around five in the morning and tolc
him I needed some answers, straight up. To my surprise, he replied righ
aaway and continued to reiterate that the knees were only going to get bette
,now that they’d been cleaned up. I challenged him on the microfractur
aprocedure. He said a microfracture surgery has a minimum of five holes, he’«
1“only” drilled two, and that they “should” be filled in by this point. He sai
1pretty soon I’d be back to running like I always had and that nothing woulc
ahold me back. I’d had a hunch that this doctor was full of shit, but that tex
1exchange confirmed it.
f I could no longer trust him. No matter how pure his motives may havt
been, he’d made questionable, unilateral decisions, performed poorly, left m¢
1bone-on-motherfucking-bone, and then fed me unsettling details bit by bit
aThere was no excuse for any of it.
e On March 17, I stepped onto a treadmill for the first time since surgery.



ywas at physical therapy, and the staff didn’t know it yet, but I’d alread:
2decided it was my last day. My right knee was feeling a bit better. My lef
awas still broke-dick and collapsing on the medial side. The therapists wh
ehad been monitoring my progress were affiliated with my surgeon, an
despite my pain, they wanted to see me jog it out for five minutes. I ran fo
eforty-two.
a  Not because it felt good. Every step hurt like hell, but I kept going
tbecause I knew this would be my last run for the foreseeable future, mayb:
1forever, and considering how central running had been in my life for so long
sfive minutes didn’t feel like enough of a farewell. Five grinding miles o
ragony had more meaning, and when it was over, I powered down thi
streadmill, stepped gingerly to the floor, and hobbled right out the door.
t  As I drove home, I felt conflicted between my commitment to remaining
patient enough for the great compensating machine to do its work yet agail
cand my fear that it really was all over this time. Despite some of the voice
yaround me that had already accepted my demise as gospel, I didn’t want tc
ebelieve that. I couldn’t. Because ever since I decided to not be a fat as:
canymore, my whole life has been wrapped around my physical being. Whil
emindset has always been number one for me, I achieved my mindset througl]
physical training and monumental physical challenges that provided ai
eimmediate return on investment. That is not the only way to become mentally
atough, but it does happen faster when you run thousands of miles, swim long
ldistances in cold water, or do thousands of pull-ups. When you invest tha
1volume of pain and suffering in yourself, it will produce mental toughness.
t  In other words, my life and my sense of self, from the time I was twenty
rfour years old until the day of surgery, were built on training and competin
ehard to become mentally strong. And they were taken from me in ninet
Iminutes. Not by accident or freak injury, but by one doctor who failed to livi
1up to his Hippocratic oath: first, do no harm. I know it was unintentional, bu
1there was major harm done.
t I couldn’t sweat out the stress, so it was difficult for me to process all the
emotion and frustration. There were times that even I wanted to surrender tc
aself-pity. I was tired of Goggins, tired of always fighting the fight, and whil
2] abhor excuses and excuse makers, when I checked myself in that mirro
.each morning and every night, I told myself the clean truth. It’s over. Yot
can’t do it anymore. And I found some comfort there.
I I felt like a quarterback at the line of scrimmage reading the defense an«



yclocking nothing but pass rushers with blood in their eyes. The linemen
tlinebackers, and defensive backs would outnumber and easily overwhelm m
oblockers, sprint around the edge, bull rush inside, and the pocket woul
dcollapse. Unless I averted disaster before it struck. I had to call an audible—
ryell out a new play at the line of scrimmage loud enough for my whole squac
to hear—but as I leafed through the playbook in my mind, I couldn’t find an
sworkable solutions.
e It’s not like this was new territory for me. I’d been facing steep odds anc
,calling audibles all my life, but this was the biggest of them all. When you
fentire being is rooted in a particular way of life and it gets taken from you
ewhat is the proper play call?

As restless and frustrated as I was, I knew patience was the only play fo
snow. Sometimes, the best thing the quarterback can do is throw ai
nincomplete pass, avoid losing any more ground, stop the clock, and regroup
sWhile I believed my knee was as good as it was going to get, I still wanted tc
ygive it time to see if the pain would ease or my stability would improve at all
sso it was not the time to tinker. As devastating as it was to go from running
2over two hundred miles a pop to not being able to walk down a flight of stair
wwithout my left knee collapsing, I had to avoid the temptation to evaluate my
1situation on the daily and weekly. Instead, I panned back and attempted to se
yit all with a wide-angle lens.

3 The summer firefighting season was shot, and I wouldn’t be running
tagain anytime soon, which meant I didn’t have to scramble for an immediat:
solution. 2021 was a wash. It was all about next summer and the followin
-season. That reassured me because it meant that there was plenty of time lef
son the clock. I didn’t have to score or even move the ball right away. I jus
yhad to watch and wait. I decided to wait a full ninety days (from the day o
athe surgery) to give my body time and hopefully—there was that word agaii
t—compensate for the surgeon’s poor judgment and errors. However, whei
those ninety days were up, nothing had changed. That all-out blitz was stil
acoming for me, and the time for waiting was over. I needed to call a play.

)  For the next three days, Kish and I parked ourselves at the kitchen tabl
eand scoured the internet. We skimmed peer-reviewed studies, medica
rjournals, hospital websites, and physician bios and found that microfractur
usurgery was usually the last resort for meniscus problems, and when tha
didn’t take, joint replacement was the logical next step. Joint replacement is «
dtype of amputation. The edges of your shin and thigh bones are cut away tc



,accommodate the artificial knee. I was not near ready to go there.
y  Then, on day four, at exactly the same time, Kish and I happened upon ai
larticle featuring the work of a world-class surgeon at the Hospital for Specia
-Surgery in New York City. Dr. Andreas Gomoll was one of the few surgeon:
lin the United States capable of conducting meniscus and cartilage transplant:
yto heal knees so far gone that almost any other orthopedist would conside
them candidates for joint replacement. This was the audible I’d been looking
1for.
r According to what we read, a meniscus transplant worked far better thai
,microfracture surgery. It not only reduced pain and restored functionality anc
quality of life, it might even allow me to get after it to the level I was used to
rThat mattered to me because I still had unfinished business.
1 I’d been carrying around the same lofty goal since 2014. It promised al
.the physical and psychological demands of Special Operations and wa:
bfueled by the same valorous spirit, but whenever I got close to it, th
,opportunity slipped through my fingers. I wanted to become a smokejumper.
3 Smokejumpers are airborne wildland firefighters. They parachute into th
sbackwoods to put down fires before they become raging infernos and mak
yworld news. My pursuit of smokejumping is the reason I got into wildlanc
efirefighting in the first place. After years of frustration, I finally had ai
opportunity to join a smokejumper crew in Montana back in 2020, but m
sknees weren’t willing to cooperate, and after my failed surgery in 2021,
acould only assume that smokejumping would remain out of reach.
3 On June 7, I met with Dr. Gomoll in New York. He evaluated the MR
tscans and took some X-rays of my bowlegged left leg, and my misalignmen
tshocked him. The degeneration in my knee was more severe than he’
fanticipated. “I have no idea how you were able to run a mile on those knees,’
nhe said. “Let alone fifty, one hundred, two hundred miles.”
1 Dr. Gomoll knew how far I’d traveled to come see him, but as much as ht
lwished he could help, I wasn’t a viable candidate for a meniscus transplan
because my knee was too far gone. He offered up an unloader brace tha
emight relieve some of my pain but knew it wasn’t much of a solution becaus
Inobody wears a bulky brace twenty-four hours a day, and a brace alon
ewould not give me my life back.
t  There wasn’t much left to say. He lingered in silence and absorbed m’
aobvious disappointment. It wasn’t simply that I was in pain or couldn’t worl
bout. I would also have to swallow the fact that the badass jobs I’d alway:



admired and strived for were no longer for me. He turned to leave, but wher
1he was halfway out the door, he stopped cold and looked back.
1 “Hey, try the unloader brace for a couple of months,” he said, “and if i
shelps, there may be one other option we can discuss.”
s “I would appreciate it if we could discuss it right now,” I said. I wa
rdesperate for any flicker of possibility at that point. Apprehensive, hi
snodded, sat down across from me again, and explained an uncommoi
procedure that isn’t taught much anymore known as a high tibial osteotomy
10r HTO. It’s a surgery that realigns the knee joint to relieve pressure an
1pain, but to achieve that, he would have to saw into my tibia, open up a five
.millimeter wedge to create a gap in the bone, and then screw in a taperec
metal plate to cover the gap, which would eventually be filled in with new
Ibone tissue.
s “By no means is this a slam-dunk fix,” he said, “which is why I hesitat:
eto bring it up.” He went on to explain that the outcome had a lot to do witl
the patient and how determined they are during rehabilitation, but he knev
emy background and wasn’t worried about that. He was reluctant because he
eknew that both of us could do everything right and my body still might no
Ireact well to the procedure. Some knees cannot be helped, and until he was i1
1the operating room, he couldn’t say for sure if mine was one of them
y“Sometimes, the surgery falls short of solving the problem, and the last thing
Iwe want to do is make things worse.”
“Definitely not,” I said. “But say the surgery is a success, what would tha
Imean for me?”
t “Depending on how long it takes for you to recover, eventually, yot
dwould have very few, if any, physical restrictions.”
> “Imin,” I said.
He looked taken aback. Evidently, most people don’t leap at the chance t

shave him saw into their shin bone.

t  “Istill think you should try the brace first.”
t  “You say if this works, I could do anything?” I asked.
e “Almost. Everything short of jumping out of planes, I suppose.” I pausec
oto digest his statement. At first, it felt like another knife to the gut, but i
wasn’t definitive. He supposed jumping out of planes would be off-limits, bu
yhe did not know me.
< “Okay,” I said, smiling. “No jumping out of planes. But Dr. Gomoll, yot
sare one of the top guys at the best orthopedic hospital in the United States



1and in your professional opinion, you don’t see any other options for me?’
He blushed slightly at my assessment of his skills. He had a humility abou
thim that I appreciated.
“If you are committed to reclaiming what you’ve lost,” he said, “then
sthink this is the best choice for you, yes.”
> Some would look at those odds and consider resorting to an uncommon
1painful surgery without a guaranteed outcome a massive risk. I suppose i
,boils down to what you can and can’t live with. A lot of people can live witl
la lot of mediocre bullshit. Not only can they live with it, they are actually
-content in their mediocrity. Well, Merry Christmas to them, but that does no
lwork for me. Oh, I wanted to rest too, but not just yet. If there was a chanct
vin hell that this was going to get me where I needed to go, then it wasn’t evel
a choice at all.
> “Okay then, doctor,” I said. “Break the leg.”
1 I had the surgery on June 30 and spent two nights in the hospital anc
vanother week in a New York City hotel room. How did I feel? Like someon:
shad just sawed into my motherfucking leg! When I attempted to stand, th:
tpain level was a ten out of ten. The blood would rush to where that plate wa
1screwed in, leaving me wincing and lightheaded. I scuttled around o1
.crutches and had to shower while sitting in a chair. I iced and relied o1
selectronic muscle and bone stimulation several times a day and did somu
basic physical therapy exercises while lying in bed.
t My flight home was nothing short of excruciating. Agony rolled througl
me in waves. I broke into a sweat and was borderline delirious as I though
iback to my last meeting in Dr. Gomoll’s office before we left town.
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Nothing short of breaking my leg was going to fix my alignment issues.

“The realignment was a success,” he said, smiling and pointing at my lates
X-ray. I was no longer bone on bone.



Up until that moment, he’d been hesitant to promise too much. I’
managed my expectations too. In the last days before surgery, I’d rea
countless articles, message boards, and forums on HTO recovery, and, to sa’
the least, they were not encouraging. Most people took three to six months t
walk normally. One article sang the praises of a runner who defied ths
expectations of doctors to complete a marathon eighteen months after hi:
HTO procedure. For me, he became the gold standard. While running
marathon is no easy feat under any circumstances, it was nothing comparec
to what I would have to do in order to become a smokejumper. If that wa
even still possible. At my age, every lost fire season is a crucial misse
opportunity, and I’d had to sit out the last two. The odds against me wert
astronomical.

But now that Dr. Gomoll seemed convinced that I was on a differen
trajectory, I could not help but conjure scenes of smokejumper training. The
film was grainy and in black and white, but the soundtrack was familiar. I
was the brassy hum of “Going the Distance,” and it played on a loop.

“How long before I can start training?” I asked.

“While your knee isn’t an issue, the surgery site is. That will take som
time to heal. But in a few weeks, you can probably go for a little spin on ar
exercise bike.”

“A little spin,” he said. I got through the rest of that flight witl
visualization. I saw myself wobble to a stationary bike on those dami
crutches. I watched the wheels turn and puddles of sweat gather beneath thi
crank as I spun for hours.

On July 15, just over two weeks after my surgery, that vision becam
reality. I could barely get my leg over the seat and didn’t channel mucl
power into the pedals. Anytime the leg hung loose, it would throb, as if the
plate itself came with its own beating heart. Each pedal stroke was anothe
fuck-you. It was so painful I couldn’t help wondering why the fuck I wa:
putting myself through it. I lasted thirty minutes. That doesn’t sound lik
much, but it was a monumental first step. The question now became Can
dial it up?

Almost nothing in life is constant. Conditions and circumstances art
perpetually in flux like the winds and the tide, which is why my mind i
never fixed. I tack and adjust, forever searching for my new 100 percent
TAge, health, and the responsibilities we carry can be limiting. That doesn’
mean we should give in to those limitations or use them as excuses to le



lourselves or our dreams go, but we can acknowledge them, as long as we art
lcommitted to finding out what we can still do given those limits—whethe
ythey be temporary or indefinite—and maximizing that.

>  When most people undergo major surgery, they relax into the recover
atime the doctor lays out. They accept their six- to eight-week vacation fron
sthe grind or their six to twelve months of leave. Before I was discharged fron
aHSS in New York, I wanted to know precisely when I could get back into th
1gym and how hard I could push it. This felt like my last shot, and the stake:
swere too high to rely on a professional physical therapist. I know my bod»
dbetter than anyone and didn’t want any naysayers in the foxhole. The fate o
>amy recovery and my future would be on me, and that kept me thinking
proactively.

t  Every day, thousands of people wake up to a life defined by newfounc
alimitations that are difficult to accept. Maybe they’ve been diagnosed with «
tterminal disease or suffered a spinal injury. Could be they lost a limb or art
suffering from PTSD. More often, the shifting circumstances are not nearl’
so dire. Sometimes, it’s good news that changes the equation. Maybe you art
2a new parent or landed a lucrative gig that demands ten- to twelve-hou
aworkdays. Could be you recently got married, which means you have t
consider more than just your own goals. No matter the variables, your nev
1100 percent is out there waiting for you to find it.

1 The thing is, most people don’t want to. Because whenever you’re tryiny
eto find your new anything, it means you’re not who you used to be, and tha
can be depressing enough to give up the search. Some people use their nev
acircumstances to dial down their effort level instead of adjusting thei
1approach and still giving it their all to achieve their goals. You’ve got to worl
awith what you have. I couldn’t run or ruck, but that didn’t mean I was out o
rthe fight.

s No matter what you are dealing with, your goal should be to maximiz:
athe resources and capabilities you do have. If you’ve suffered a freak injur
Ior received a diagnosis that changes everything, what does your new
maximum effort level look like? A lot of people bide their time and wait t
2see what happens next, but a year or two later, they find they are still waiting
sWith every unfortunate turn in life, no matter how heavy the weight, yor
~have to be committed to pushing back against that pressure with effort. N¢
tmatter your age, abilities, disabilities, or responsibilities, we must all sta
tcommitted to finding our new benchmarks. Because not only does that keej



syour mind engaged and your demons at bay, you actually might achiev
rthings the old you never could have conceived.

I’ve never been a faster runner than I was at nineteen years old. Bacl
ythen, I could blaze a mile and a half in 8:10, but that kid would have laughec
1if you had asked him to run fifty miles at one time, much less 240. Of course
1at forty-six and with a metal plate in my tibia, Moab 2020 felt like a lifetim
eago. Prior to the surgery, Dr. Gomoll explained that it was unlikely that
swould ever run another 100-mile race again and that medical clearance to ru
yat all was TBD. That did not deter me. I would simply have to find anothe
fway to train hard.

3 Ironically, on June 1, before I even knew who Dr. Gomoll was, I signe
up for The Natchez Trace 444, a long-distance bicycle race held in earl
10ctober. I didn’t think I would be healthy enough to compete in it. But
aknew running wasn’t an option, so it made sense to set imposing cycling
agoals. When Dr. Gomoll casually suggested the stationary bike, cycling
ybecame my anchor point. I latched onto it with a white-knuckle grip anc
estarted climbing.

r It was not easy. Each morning, as I grabbed my crutches, I felt like I wa
stwenty-four years old and 297 pounds again trying to run just one mile. My
vleg was swollen as fuck. Every pedal stroke was torture. The resistance wa:
still very low, but the anguish made me sweat. I wanted to quit a hundre
stimes but refused to give in. Like that fat ass from long ago, I was worried if
tstopped I might never start again.

v For a week, every ride began just like that, but instead of dialing it back,
rupped my output. I was still on crutches, mind you. I was non-weight bearin
<for four weeks and on crutches for six, but I'd ride sixty minutes ever
fmorning and another twenty minutes in the afternoon as part of m
rehabilitation program. My leg muscles were already getting stronger, anc
emy resting heart rate was starting to drop. All of this represented progress
ybut those fledgling workouts and my two hours of stretching and range o
vmotion work weren’t enough to convince me that I’d be ready to ride fou
bhundred-plus miles by the first week of October. To stop the creep o
.negative thoughts, I occupied my mind.

1 Mental and physical fitness have always been intertwined for me, an
sthough I'd missed two consecutive fire seasons, I decided to use my rehal
ytime to gain more knowledge and skills in the event that my body bounces
bback enough to where even if I couldn’t smokejump, I could at least figh



ofires. One skillset that is attractive to a lot of fire departments is thi
Advanced EMT certification, but because of my travel schedule, I’d neve
kbeen able to take the course. This was the perfect time, and I found ai
laccelerated course not far from my place that was about to begin. After

,signed up, I dug my old EMT textbook out of my closet, turned to page one
eand refreshed my basic knowledge. As far as I was concerned, class wa
Ialready in session.

1 As always, my packed calendar worked to my advantage. Each activit
rfed into the next in a synergy of self-betterment. I had hours to study the
human body and learn how to save lives, and I hadn’t spent this much timq
lon a bike of any kind since I was training for RAAM in 2009.

y  During my morning rides, I thought back to those long, peaceful days o1
Ithe bike. Although running is what I'm known for, I’'m actually a bette
scyclist. Yet, before I could seriously consider racing in October, I needed tc
sget off the stationary bike. In mid-August, four weeks after my first thirty
dminute ride, I called Dr. Gomoll and asked if he’d clear me for some roac
miles.

s  “How long do you plan to ride?” he asked.

y  “Four hundred and forty-four miles,” I said. He knew damn well hov
smuch pain I was still having and that this was my first day off crutches, but

lconsidered it a sign of progress in our doctor—patient relationship that he dic
Inot laugh out loud.

I’m surprised I didn’t laugh. Training for a 444-mile bike race on
Istationary bike is a laughable offense. No serious cyclist would ever do that
3Triathletes and professional cyclists who are forced to train indoors during
ywinter hook their road bikes onto a trainer. All I did was up my two-a-days o
yspin classes to three-a-days.

1  Over the next several weeks, I became extremely lonely. All my physica
,therapy, study sessions, and bike rides were solo missions. It wa
fmonotonous and draining, and the worst part was knowing it would b
rexactly the same tomorrow and the next day and the day after that. Mos
fmornings, it was difficult to find the energy to persist, but I did, and ever
time I mounted that bicycle, I felt a rush of victory that I only get when

dovercome my own desire to dial it back or give up completely. It’s shor
blived, but the more you do it, the more powerful the feeling.

1  Ten days before the race, my lower left leg was still puffy as fuck. It wa:
tholding so much fluid that it looked and felt like memory foam. When



asqueezed it, my handprint took several minutes to fade. Nevertheless, I du;
rmy old racing bike out of storage and dusted it down. It was a Griffen, an
1back in the late 2000s, it was top of the line. By 2021, it was a relic, and the}
Iweren’t even making them anymore.
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Vv It took several months for the edema to go away.

I

I hooked it up to my new bike trainer and rode for two hours and eighteei
minutes. In total, I completed eight sessions on the trainer. My longest ridx
Awas four hours and thirty-one minutes. But I still hadn’t ridden my bike o1
~the road when we boarded the plane for Nashville, just thirteen weeks afte
3my surgery.

The instinct for self-preservation can make you so careful that yor
become reckless. My lower leg was still at least partially hollow, and I’d beei
-1through too much to expose it to distracted, impatient city drivers. I couldn’
Srisk crashing. The Natchez Trace Parkway, on the other hand, is a smootl
“country road with very little traffic and no stop signs or turns, and I’d have
tsupport vehicle. It would be as safe as road cycling gets. Unless, of course
Yyou factored in the all-night ride and the sleep deprivation.

However, because I was hesitant to expose myself to injury, as of th
'tmorning of the race, I still hadn’t ridden outside in years, I wasn’
accustomed to my brand-new racing saddle, and Kish had never handed me .
Swater bottle or food while I was on the move. So, in the few minutes we ha
lto work with before the start of the race, Kish and I practiced the crucia



gexchange in an indoor parking garage.

1  The start was staggered, like a time trial. Every rider was on their own.
ywas one of the last to set off, and the early miles were a bit awkward as
relearned how and when to shift gears, but I soon settled onto the Natche:
Trace Parkway, a scenic highway steeped in American history that unfurle
like a smooth, undulating ribbon from Nashville, Tennessee, to Natchez
Mississippi. It rolled past creeks and swamps, traced the original trails usec
by merchants, explorers, and Native Americans, and skirted old indigenou
ceremonial sites and trading posts. Mossy old live oaks arched and leane«
over the two lanes from both directions, but I didn’t notice any of that shit.
was busy focusing on that white line as I hammered all day without a break
and by the time I crossed the Mississippi state line, I was in fourth place.

I got through over two hundred miles in just under twelve and a hal
hours without much more than a pee break, but as the sun set, it becamu
harder to ignore the withering pain in my leg. It was caused by the placemen
of that metal plate, which pinched the hamstring attachment. I felt it ever
time my leg bent, and when you’re riding a bike for hundreds of miles, you
leg bends an awful lot. When it finally became intolerable, I stopped in
turnout where Kish could roll up beside me.

“This was a bad idea,” I muttered. “This was fucking dumb.” I climbec

,into the car, dragging my leg, annoyed that I’d put myself in yet anothe
~agonizing situation. I had only officially decided to go through with the rac
,ten days earlier and hadn’t trained properly for it. I’d been doing spin classe:
for a few months and put in eight monotonous rides on a bike trainer while
watched ESPN. And yet, I’d still managed to ride two hundred miles. Put tha
,way, it sounded like a hell of an accomplishment. More than enough to begii
,to convince me to pack it in. I closed my eyes and tuned in to the voice in mj
thead. The one that is just fine with good enough.
, Two hundred fucking miles, bitch! Who does that? Who rides twt
qhundred miles thirteen weeks after major leg surgery? You’re a bac
~motherfucker, Goggins!

It was all true, except that during a 444-mile race, nobody hands you
oBad Motherfucker merit badge for finishing less than half of it. A bette
tquestion would be, Who rides 444 miles thirteen weeks after surgery?

a  That sounds like a pipe dream, I know. That’s what I thought when
jopened the car door and climbed aboard my old Griffen war horse onc
jagain. I didn’t think I’d last much longer, which is why my choice probabl:



won’t make any sense at all to most people. They’ll consider it boneheaded t
Irisk aggravated injury trying to finish the impossible. But Dr. Gomoll hac
Tassured me that I was not at risk of doing any damage to my knee and that th
zplate was secure. Plus, I know what we are all capable of when we are willing
1to think unreasonably and push past the point where almost everybody els:
,would beg to stop.

1  The pain wasn’t going anywhere. It came down to how much I wa:
swilling to endure. I thought about that when a few miles down the road, in thq
1darkness of night, my North Star pushed aside two clouds, and Goggins ros:
Ifrom the ashes for the first time in almost a year.

5, Who rides 444 miles thirteen weeks after surgery? I do, motherfucker!

I rode myself into a trance. Half the time, I didn’t even realize Kish wa:
fstill behind me. I just followed that white line and kept cranking past all ths
shistoric roadside attractions and into the ghost world of runaway slaves anc
tslave traders, Native American warriors, Civil War soldiers, and Lewis anc
ymotherfucking Clark, and in my mind, I erased it all. I was writing a nev
rhistory of the Natchez Trace. It was about the baddest motherfucker that eve
acame through that bitch on two wheels.

With about eighty-five miles to go, it started to rain. I’d been riding o1
1carbon fiber wheels all day and stopped to switch them out for aluminun
rwheels. I was still in fourth place, and by then, I knew I could manage thi
apain and that I’d make it to Natchez. I set out again at a comfortable pace anc
simmediately noticed how much better I felt with the new wheels. I alway:
Ipreferred aluminum wheels and now remembered why. They were heavie
tand gave me an immediate return. I could feel the power I put down witl
nevery stroke and fed off that. I had no idea how far behind the leaders I wa
yuntil I flew around a bend and onto a straightaway where I saw the next tw

riders up ahead, a few hundred yards apart.
> I breezed past them both with ease and accelerated all the way home.
1was the fastest rider in the field over those final eighty-five miles and crossec

the finish line on the banks of the Mississippi River in second place afte
ariding 444 miles in twenty-five hours and change. The winner had trained fo
rtwelve months and finished just over three hours ahead of me. My first rid

had been eleven weeks before race day. I was only seven weeks off o
Icrutches and still couldn’t walk without a limp.

e There wasn’t any time to celebrate. I’d taken a few days off from m
ystudies to get the race in, and as soon as I’d slipped my bike into its trave



dcase, I cracked my textbook. That massive effort on the bike was already i
1the rearview because I could not fall behind. I studied at the airport and o1
athe flight home, and within eight weeks, I graduated from my Advance
3EMT course as valedictorian.

> In December, my attention shifted to the national exam. I stayed up unti
two in the morning for ten nights straight taking practice test after practic
stest. I answered over four thousand questions, and whenever I got somethin
ewrong, I cracked the books to understand why. I didn’t like doing it, but it’
enot easy for me to learn, so that’s the effort I must put in to be successful i1
the classroom.

Most people who are lagging behind in school, work, or athletics aren’
swilling to do what it takes to catch up and maximize their potential. The?
edon’t outwork their classmates and competitors and simply meet th
Istandards set by their teachers and coaches. They work enough to get tha
1passing grade and then high step it into mediocrity and convince themselve:
vthat they did their best with what they had. But I have a high bar when i
rcomes to defining effort and success, especially in the medical field, wher

guesswork won’t fly. Every incorrect answer on my practice tests representec
1someone’s life ruined or lost. This wasn’t a game or a sport to me. This shi
1was real world, and I wasn’t looking to pass and get certified so I could g
eout and perform my job adequately. Which is why even after I passed my
1boards, I went home that night and studied those few questions that I though
sI missed until I knew them all by heart.

r
1In January 2022, I followed my North Star into the frosted upper reaches o

sBritish Columbia south of the Yukon border to explore the opportunity I’«
blong coveted. I met with a few senior members of the North Peac:

Smokejumpers in Fort St. John. It was thirty degrees below zero, the wind
[were howling, and the sky looked pissed off as they showed me around.
jlearned that most of the fires they deal with are caused by lightning strike
rdeep in the hostile wilderness miles from the nearest road, where few, if any
rsurveyors have ever been. Before I left, they encouraged me to apply. If I wa:
paccepted and made it through their arduous six-week training, which was se
fto begin in April, the workload promised to be intense.
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A warm welcome to Fort St. John

When my flight took off the following morning, the sky was clear enough t
reveal the immensity of the landscape. There were layered mountains, granit



peaks, and hundreds of miles of boreal forest rolling toward Alaska.
imagined dropping into it, and how terrifying and thrilling it would be, bu
the truth was I hadn’t jumped out of a plane in years, I still hadn’t run a licl
in ten months, and Dr. Gomoll said that the one thing I supposedly could no
do on my surgically repaired leg was land under a parachute.

You can work your ass off for decades, adapt, and evolve more thai
most, but no matter who you are or what you’ve done before, you canno
force something to fit. This time, even I had to admit that the odds wert
insurmountable. I’'m often asked how I'd feel if my body rebelled and I couls
no longer run, ride my bike, or compete in any sport. It’s an easy answe
because I already know what I’d do. It might take a few months for me t
work through my frustration and recalibrate, but then, I’d go be great a
something else.

It had been six months since the surgery, and we were now less than twt
months away from my 4x4x48 Challenge, and I needed to see how it felt tc
run. While I’d been doing the 4x4x48 on my own for years, in 2020, I invitec
the people who followed me on social media to join me in the Challenge anc
encouraged them to push themselves a little harder while raising money fo
the charity of their choice. The point is to run four miles every four hours fo
forty-eight hours for a grand total of forty-eight miles. Over the past thres
years, we’ve collectively raised several million dollars for charities arounc
the world. It’s an honor to reflect on the impact this Challenge has had in jus
a few years. Countless lives have been changed or influenced by the fund
raised and the experience of grinding through a single sleep-deprive
weekend. That’s the kind of thing that can happen when a group of well
intentioned individuals who want to be better come together to train for life.

Although it was hatched as a running event, since the beginning, I’vi
made it clear that if running isn’t possible, participants can walk, swim, o
work out in the gym for about forty minutes every four hours. In 2021, in thy
wake of my initial knee surgeries, I couldn’t run either. So I devised a high
intensity circuit workout that made running four miles feel like a sp:
treatment.

My goal was to run in 2022, just to see what was possible. In the seconc
week of January, I stepped onto a treadmill for the first time in ten months fo
a run-walk workout. I ran for three minutes and walked for two and laste
Mive cycles. My left shin ached like hell, but I continued to run every day anc
®built up the mileage from there. Over the next several weeks, I took m



Irunning from the treadmill to the trails and finally to the streets whil
tperiodic updates from Fort St. John arrived via email.

< Each one felt like a tease. Whenever I read about the physical fitnes:
trequired and the tasks that awaited new recruits, I felt a flush of envy. Bu
when I googled aspects of the training, I knew my leg was not up to the task.
1 In the meantime, I took a job as an emergency-room medic in a big-city
thospital on the wrong side of town. We were busy as fuck and saw patient:
afrom all walks of life. I did my best to make myself indispensable during m
1twelve-hour shifts, and the care we delivered was top-notch. I tapped vein:
rfor IVs, cleaned up patients with ulcers on their skin and bloody stoo
bdripping down their legs, and helped treat others who suffered cardiac arrests
tWhen my patient flow slowed, I scrubbed down treatment areas and cleanes
the workstations. You’d never catch me sitting down unless it was my luncl
bbreak. And before and after work, and on my off days, I trained anc
ycontinued with my physical therapy.

1
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Doing rounds in the emergency room

I managed to complete the 4x4x48, and instead of leading everyone througl
it on Instagram Live, we took it out on the road and led several in-persor



group runs. The first event was in Chico, California; next was Sacramento
and we moved south from there. People of all ages and background:
converged, and like wild dogs, we ran in packs on singletrack trails anc
suburban and city streets. For the second-to-last leg, we more or less tool
over the famous bike path in Hermosa Beach. As the weekend progressed,
only got faster.

As much as I appreciated the turnout and enthusiasm up and down th
coast, I’m an introvert, and being the center of attention is not natural for me
After a thousand selfies and high fives in Hermosa, we drove on to Cost:
Mesa, and I turned within to recharge during the ride. I also conducted .
quick body scan. Although I still felt some burn in my left leg, I’d run forty
four miles in less than forty-one hours, was pleasantly surprised at how it wa
holding up, and knew I still had more to give. I was setting a new gol
standard for HTO recovery. I wondered what Dr. Gomoll would say abou
that.

The final segment was my fastest run of all. I was challenged by severa
people who may or may not have run every leg. That was the thing about thq
weekend. Some people came out to feel the energy and ran just once in forty
eight hours. I ran all twelve, and that final one was my fastest of th
weekend. During the last half mile, I wasn’t even in sunny Southeri
California. I was way up north, where there is nothing but mountains anc
forests lit up by backcountry lightning strikes that have forged an airborn:
firefighting unit capable of meeting challenges that would make some of th
hardest people I’ve ever met question their own toughness.

I was kidding myself, of course. Smokejumpers in Canada don’t us
Ram-air parachutes, which allow for feathery landings. They prefer to lan
hard and roll. Dr. Gomoll was probably right: if I landed like they did, my ley
would likely snap into at least two pieces. But every statistician will wari
you that whenever you deal in probabilities, there will be outliers.

Always!
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4x4x48 2022 in Hermosa Beach, an intimate run wi_th_eight hundred people. Photo by: Jerry Singleton
(@gts310)






EVOLUTION NO. 8

MOST PEOPLE LIVE THEIR WHOLE LIVES WITHOUT EVER CONTEMPLATING WHAT T
means to be great. To them, greatness looks like Steph Curry, Rafael Nadal
Toni Morrison, Georgia O’Keeffe, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, or Ameli
Earhart. They put all the greats on a pedestal but think of themselves as mer
mortals. And that’s exactly why greatness eludes them. They turn it int
some untouchable plane, impossible for almost anybody to reach, and it neve
even crosses their mind to aim for it.

No matter what I’m doing or which arena I’'m engaging in, I will alway:
aim for greatness because I know that we are all mere mortals and greatnes
is possible for anyone and everyone if they are willing to seek it out in thei
own soul. In Gogglish terms, greatness is a state of letting go of all you
faults and imperfections, scavenging every last bit of strength and energy
and putting it the fuck to use to excel at whatever you set your mind to. Ever
if some motherfucker out there told you it was impossible. It is a feeling
pursued by those rare souls willing to extend themselves beyond reason ant
pay the cost.

In the late 1950s, Captain Joseph Kittinger was a pilot in the Air Forc
tapped for experimental aviation and skydiving duty in New Mexico. H
wasn’t a household name. In fact, hardly anybody knew the first thing abou
him until August 16, 1960, when he donned a red, duct-taped pressure sui
and boarded an open-sided gondola tethered to an onion-shaped heliun
balloon. He flew that rig nearly twenty miles high until he reached the thir
atmospheric line where everything goes from blue to black. He’d traveled t
a place where the horizon did not exist. He was above and beyond al
previously known limitations. Suspended at 102,800 feet, he unclipped hi:
harness and stepped into space. His free fall lasted nearly five minutes. Hi
maximum velocity was 614 miles per hour. He plummeted over eight
thousand vertical feet before his primary chute opened. This was no Red Bul



sponsored party. It wasn’t a television show. Kittinger wasn’t an entertainer
he was an explorer. A seeker of a new realm for the world—his flight and hi:
jump helped make manned space flight possible—and also for himself.

I don’t jump to earth from outer space, but I know that atmospheric line
between blue and black. It is the glimmer of greatness that runs right througl
the human soul. We all have it. Most of us will never see it because to ge
there requires a willingness to extend yourself to the limit without an
guarantee of success.

Then again, success is just another mile marker on the journey. Landiny
rthe jump and walking away while lighting a cigarette as if it were a typica
_day on the job made Kittinger look cool, but it didn’t make him great. Hi
;willingness to do it in the first place knowing that the chances of failure wer
ohigh and everything it cost him made him great. It wasn’t a stunt to garne
sfame or publicity. It was merely an attempt to see what was humanly
rpossible.

Just as words can be redefined, never doubt that we can redefin
sourselves. It can feel impossible at times because we live in a world fillec
swith arbitrary boundaries and fixed social lines that are as thick as the wall
raround a fortress. Worse, we allow those walls to limit us in too many ways

rIT'he brainwashing starts early, and it starts at home. The people we grow uj
w1th and the environments we grow up in define who we think we are an
lwhat we think life is all about. When you’re young, you can only know wha

;you see, and if all you are ever exposed to are lazy people, content witl

jmedlocrlty or who convince you of your own worthlessness, greatness wil
remain a fantasy.

»  If you live in the ghetto or in a dying industrial or farming town, wher
-buildings are boarded up, addiction runs rampant, and the schools are a mess
tthat will factor into the possibilities others envision for you and you envisior

tfor yourself. But even privileged people can feel shackled by thei

,circumstances. The vast majority of parents don’t know what greatness look
,like, so they are ill-equipped and afraid to encourage big dreams. They wan
thelr children to have security and don’t want them to experience failure

lThat’s how limited horizons get passed down from generation to generation.

s Should we really be surprised that almost everybody has a knack fo

stwisting their story to work against themselves? I hear it all the time

JPrivileged kids say, “I have too much, so I cannot develop the skills that yot

jhave.” The kid that came from nothing will tell me, “I don’t have enough



,Therefore, I cannot develop the skills that you have.” No matter whert
ssomeone is in life, they never fail to confess why they can’t get where they
need to go. The minute they open their mouths, I see how limited thei
shorizons are, and their sob stories come with the expectation that I wil
1deliver a “become great” package to their front door. But that’s not how i
tworks.

y  Identity is a trap that will keep you in blinders if you let it. Sometimes
identity is what we are saddled with by society. Other times, it’s a categor
swe claim. It can be empowering to associate yourself with a particula
lculture, group, job, or lifestyle, but it can also be limiting. If you stick witl
syour own too closely, you will be susceptible to groupthink, and you ma
anever learn who you really are or what you can accomplish. I know peopl:
rwho were so obsessed with landing a specific job that once they settled in tc
ythat role, they clipped their own wings. They never moved on or attempted tc
try anything new, and that blocked them from evolving and developing nev
askills.

1  Sometimes, we are misled by others who categorize us based on wha
sthey perceive as our identity. When I met with Navy recruiters, several trie
.to steer me away from SEAL training and into a different opportunit
bbecause I didn’t fit the mold. I was overweight, my ASVAB scores were low
dand there was my skin color. Remember, I was only the thirty-sixth Blacl
tNavy SEAL. The recruiters weren’t trying to hurt me, and I don’t believi
1they were racist. They honestly thought they were helping me by presenting
Imore realistic options.

Usually, however, we mislead ourselves. Those of us who are struggling
awith our self-worth, like I was as a child, often build identities around th:
,very things that haunt us the most. Not because we want to, but becaus
1subconsciously, we are convinced that is how everyone else sees us. Yot
rcannot allow what someone else may or may not think about you or th
sissues you’re dealing with to stop your progress.

t My environment and my history made me overanxious and stressed out
' The color of my skin made me a mark. [ was prejudged and vulnerable a
almost every turn, and it was my job to defy all of that. No matter hov
rtroubled or hopeless or sheltered your environment is, it is your job, you
.obligation, your duty, and your responsibility to yourself to find the blue-to
iblack line—that glimmer—buried in your soul and seek greatness. Nobod
.can show you that glimmer. You must do the work to discover it on you



2OWN.
y  There are no prerequisites to becoming great. You could be raised by
rpack of wolves. You could be homeless and illiterate at thirty years old an
lgraduate from Harvard at forty. You could be one of the most accomplishe«
tmotherfuckers in the country and still be hungrier and work harder thai
everybody else you know as you attempt to conquer a new field. And it al
,starts with a commitment to looking beyond your known world. Beyond you
ystreet, town, state, or nationality. Beyond culture and identity. Only then cai
rtrue self-exploration begin.
1 After that comes the real work. Fighting those demons every morning anc
yall day long is maddening. Because they only ever want to break you down
aThey don’t encourage you or make you feel good about yourself or your lon
yodds as you fight through all the toxic mold and crust that is self-hate, doubt
band loneliness. They want to limit you. They want you to surrender anc
vretreat back to what you know. They want you to quit before you get tc
pliability, where the sacrifice, hard work, and isolation that felt so heavy fo
tso long become your haven. Where after struggling to visualize greatness fo
lyears, it is effortless. That’s when momentum will gather like an updraft anc
ysend you airborne and spiraling toward the outer limits of your known world.

"
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a It’s time to level-up and seek out that blue-to-black line. The line that separates good from
5 great. It is within each one of us. #GreatnessIsAttainable #NeverFinished
D

3

D

e

e

1

e

t

v

r



own.

There are no prerequisites to becoming great. You could be raised by a
pack of wolves. You could be homeless and illiterate at thirty years old and
graduate from Harvard at forty. You could be one of the most accomplished
motherfuckers in the country and still be hungrier and work harder than
everybody else you know as you attempt to conquer a new field. And it all
starts with a commitment to looking beyond your known world. Beyond your
street, town, state, or nationality. Beyond culture and identity. Only then can
true self-exploration begin.

After that comes the real work. Fighting those demons every morning and
all day long is maddening. Because they only ever want to break you down.
They don’t encourage you or make you feel good about yourself or your long
odds as you fight through all the toxic mold and crust that is self-hate, doubt,
and loneliness. They want to limit you. They want you to surrender and
retreat back to what you know. They want you to quit before you get to
pliability, where the sacrifice, hard work, and isolation that felt so heavy for
so long become your haven. Where after struggling to visualize greatness for
years, it is effortless. That’s when momentum will gather like an updraft and
send you airborne and spiraling toward the outer limits of your known world.

It’s time to level-up and seek out that blue-to-black line. The line that separates good from
great. It is within each one of us. #GreatnessIsAttainable #NeverFinished



CHAPTER NINE

WRINGING OUT THE SOUL

My EYES SNAPPED OPEN SIX MINUTES BEFORE MY ALARM STARTED CHIRPING
Sometimes, 0530 comes even earlier than that sounds. In my SEAL days,
woke up before the sun to take motherfuckers’ souls and wasted no tim
getting the fuck after it. But that April morning, I had to will myself to mov:
an inch at a time. My left side was bruised purple from my hip to my ribs. M
intercostal muscles were sore enough that even breathing hurt. My neck wa
so stiff that I could barely turn my head.

We were two weeks into smokejumper rookie training and deep intc
ground school, and it was Parachute Landing Falls (PLF) season in Fort St
John. For most of the day, my old, broken ass would be bouncing off thi
frozen ground over and over again.

I palmed my vibrating phone from the nightstand and peeled myself of
the mattress. I hadn’t felt this exhausted and sore since I was twenty-fou
years old. Back then, I did whatever it took to lose the weight and make i
through SEAL training because I knew that would change everything. I’d bi
able to leave Indiana behind, gain self-respect and confidence, and infuse m’
life with meaning. But now, there was literally nothing riding on this. I hadn’
even told many people where I was or what I was doing. I had zero externa
motivation and all of the pain.

Every morning, I asked myself the same question. Why the fuck am
putting myself through this? I wasn’t lacking in self-confidence or in searcl
of meaning, and I didn’t need a paycheck. Simply put, this is just who the
fuck I am.

I could practically hear my bones creak as I stood up slowly, shuffled tc
the window, and pulled back the curtain. Another foot of snow had faller



overnight, and it was still coming down heavy. We’d expected it to be cold i
Northern British Columbia, but this was something beyond. It was the coldes
spring they’d had in as long as anyone could remember. When it wasn’
raining, it was snowing, and the shifting north winds had a way of cutting
you to the bone.

There was a time when all it would take was a hard rain pelting the roo
above my bed at 0100 to ignite the savage in me. I took nasty weather like .
taunting. It stripped away the gauzy fog of sleep and lit a fuse. The harder i
rained or snowed, the longer I’d run because I knew that nobody would eve
do something that fucked up if they didn’t have to. Some of my favorite run
of all time were the twenty-milers I strung out along Lake Michigan during
the notorious Chicago winters, but that was some time ago.

I glanced over at Kish, all cozied up and sound asleep. Technically,
Iwasn’t required to report to the base until 0800, and that bed was reaching ou
eand tempting me back into her arms, so I turned to that window again anc
awatched the snow fall. It looked to me like hell had frozen the fuck over, anc
ythat was my cue. I suited up in a thermal top, regular running shorts, and «
sbeanie, slipped on a pair of heated gloves, and went out for a nine-mile run.

I didn’t want to. The pain in my left leg was medieval first thing in the
dmorning, but I didn’t have any wiggle room. I wasn’t on my own schedul
~anymore. For the past seven years, I’d been able to train when I wanted to.
ecould schedule everything else around my runs and gym workouts t

optimize my fitness and performance. Now, I was a grunt again, and I coul
fnot afford to turn up at the base stiff as fuck.
r  Those early morning runs were non-negotiable for this forty-seven-year
told rookie because almost everybody else in my rookie class was in thei
eearly or mid-twenties. Most of them came from backwoods Canada and grev
yup playing ice hockey six months a year. They had opted out of Generatiol
tSoft, and a handful were hell-bent on racing against me with everything the
lhad. I respected that, but if you come for the old head’s crown, there will by
some push back.
I Which is a long way of saying that it didn’t matter if my body couldn’
1bounce back like theirs. Or that I had to eat cleaner food, stretch in thi
>morning and at night, and prioritize recovery. It didn’t matter if I had to sleej
less because there are only so many hours in any fucked-up day. If that’
dwhat it took, I was a willing warrior.
1 Willing warriors don’t reach for excuses. While it’s human nature to tr



1and talk yourself out of doing the hard or inconvenient thing, we know tha
tit’s non-negotiable. There are a lot of people out there who are willing to sigi
tup for the military or police force, apply for a job, or enroll in college o
3graduate school because they expect some tangible and timely return on thei
investment. Warriors aren’t in it for cash or benefits. That’s all gravy. Evel
fthough I was broke, I would have found a way to pay the U.S. Navy to be «
aSEAL. Nobody recruited me to Fort St. John, and I lost money by taking thi
tjob. But willing warriors seek out our own missions and pay any and all toll
rrequired. I wanted to do this fucking job, period.
s It was freezing, and I was sore as hell, but my bruises and that nasty
sweather didn’t give a fuck about me, and rest assured, that feeling wa
mutual. Because I was not content to just show up hoping to graduate. Whei
Iyou’re on the older side of the age spectrum, you often get more credit thai
tyou deserve for simply showing up to do something physically challenging
1Nobody expects much from you, and the temptation is there to perform tc
1those very low expectations. Showing up is an important first step, but if yor
aplan to show up, you may as well show the fuck out.

Nothing had been plowed yet. I bashed through powder on the feede
astreets to reach the highway, where I ran in fresh, slushy tire tracks laid dow1
eby pickup trucks and big rigs. Fort St. John is populated by early risers whe
Iwork on local ranches, in the oil and gas industry, or in the endless acreage o
yspruce and northern pine forests, and they love to haul ass on that ic
lhighway.

My feet numbed out pretty quick, and the snow intensified to nea
-blizzard conditions. Snow and ice pelted my face as I squinted and ran int
roncoming traffic. Often, I had to dash from the middle of the road to th
vsafety of the deeper snow on the shoulder, and whenever I was able to catch .
1glimpse of the driver, I found inspiration in their wide eyes of wonder anc
yshocked expressions at having watched me materialize from the snowstorm
alike a creature from another realm, a halo of steam pouring off me. They al

seemed to be asking themselves the same question: “Is he crazy, or is that the
tmost driven motherfucker I’ve ever seen?”
e Every footprint on that highway and each street I ran down belonged tc
»me. Nobody else in town was out on foot. Most of the other rookies were stil
sfast asleep. But beat to shit at forty-seven years old after all I’d accomplished
I was still getting the same what-the-fuck looks I got back when I was in my
ymid- to late twenties. And that lit me up like a torch.



t My injuries no longer mattered. The pain that awaited me in rookir
1training in just a few hours made no difference to me at all. My body wa
rwarming up, and my mind was hardening into cast fucking iron yet again. I
rtook close to nine miles, but the savage was ready for whatever the power
1that be had planned.
1 The two fastest runners in class when it came to the shorter distance
awere a guy I called Prefontaine (PF) and another nicknamed Hard Charge
s(HC). Both were in their early twenties, and on day one of training, when wi
went through a string of fitness tests, they beat me on the mile-and-a-hal
ysprint. No one knew yet that I was just nine months out of surgery with :
splate in my leg. Or that my time of 8:25 was only fifteen seconds off m
1personal best, set when I was a teenager in the Air Force. I was stoked witl
1my performance. They were great athletes. To know that I was their parents
.age and still able to hang with them was a reminder that I was still as hard a
ywoodpecker lips.
1 A lot of the PT we did came with unknown distance and time becaus
when fighting a fire, you never know when the exertion, the work, or th
rsuffering might end, and the instructors wanted to see how our minds anc
1bodies responded to the unknown element. That shit was tailor-made for me
)The longer the run, the heavier the pack, the more intense the gym session
fthe greater the suck, the better I got. Those young guns may have been faste
yon the short course, but I almost always outlasted them.
On one ruck, HC and I broke free from the group. I pushed the pace, an

rhe stayed on my shoulder. We were running flat out, and after a few miles o
bhard running, his breath turned rusty and thick. He sounded like a bulldog i1
aheat but refused to let me drop him and was unwilling to stop. He’d stoppec
aonce before at the end of a different long run we’d done together after work
1This time, he made it to the finish line, breathing like his lungs were flipping
,inside out, and we finished side by side, both of us spent. I turned to him
Inodded, and said, “That’s what the fuck I’m talking about.”
> [ was proud of him, but I was also proud of myself. I’d had a minima
amount of time to get in shape to qualify for one of the hardest jobs in thi
oworld. It had been a demanding journey, with agony an ever-present shadow
1Yet at thirteen weeks post-surgery, I rode my bike 444 miles. At eigh
,months, I ran forty-eight miles in forty-five hours, and at nine months, I wa
ychallenging twenty-somethings in everything from running to rucking to pull
ups to hauling heavy shit a hell of a long way. But I wasn’t out to take thei



asouls. This young group inspired me. I wanted to push them like they wert
spushing me because they were the next generation of hard, and though I dic
tlike winning my fair share of runs and workouts, I liked it even better whei
sthey got me.

When I arrived at work after my nine-mile run, I took one look at my
sclassmates, and it was obvious that we were all suffering. I was the mos
rexperienced medic on the base, and some of them came to me for help witl
ashin splints and stress-fracture symptoms. One had been concussed, and all o
fus had sore necks because when you are falling from three to four feet with :
ahelmet on, your neck muscles get worked.

y  Morale was low. Everyone was dragging, and our esprit de corps wa

1nowhere to be found when we were instructed to line up and start hammering
’out push-ups. Smokejumping requires a lot of upper body and core strength

sThe jumping and landing are physically demanding; plus, we would have tc
ruck with at least sixty pounds of hose on our backs, as well as chainsaws

apumps, and various other fire equipment—none of it light. Oftentimes, we’«

ebe hauling water pumps and moving logs with no vehicle support. It’s on u

1to take any gear air-dropped for us and move it into the proper position. T¢

.help prepare us for that, the instructors unleashed a steady onslaught of push

,ups throughout training, among other strength-building workouts anc

rcalisthenics. There was no telling when or how many we’d have to do eacl
day. We just knew they were coming, all day long.

1 That morning, our form and cadence were all over the fucking place
fSome of us hammered them out with ease. Others suffered and were clearl

1demoralized. After we finished, I gathered the group and told them that whei

lit came time for the next set, we were going to do it differently and worl

.together.

3 A short while later, when one of the instructors called for push-ups

,everyone waited for me to hit the floor first.

“Ready!” I yelled, once I’d assumed the position.

“Ready!” they hollered and hit the deck. Then we began at my pace.

e “Down!” I bellowed.

. “One,” they called back.

t  “Down!”

s  “Two!”

- “Down!”

r  “Three!”

[—



> Sounding off in military cadences serves a few purposes. It helps yot
lbreathe, releases a shot of adrenaline, and builds up morale. To th
wuninformed, it may look and sound like unnecessary ra-ra-ra, but if you’r

part of an exhausted, physically and mentally taxed team, that kind o
ycamaraderie turns something monotonous and brutal into an empowering rit
tof passage. You aren’t even doing push-ups anymore. You are becoming on
1with the team, merging with a common energy force, and that helps everyon:
fstay on course to get through each day, each module of training. We all grev
ato love those push-ups!

It felt good to be at the top of the class when it came to physical training
sbut my struggles didn’t begin and end first thing in the morning. Befor:
sbeginning PLFs each day, we had to suit up in our Kevlar jumpsuits in unde
.three minutes, and given that my body was still healing post-surgery and tha
yeverything we did was outside in below-freezing temperatures, I had som
,complications to deal with.

1 I struggled to get down on my knees, and my old friend Raynaud’s wa
sback with a motherfucking vengeance because I couldn’t use the heatec
ygloves during training. My fingertips lost all dexterity within minutes.
-couldn’t feel them or all the little zips, straps, and snaps. So it took me longe
1than everyone else—and much longer than the allotted three minutes—to slij
1into the suit, secure my reserve chute on my chest, and cinch my ditty bay
between my legs. The young guys got a kick out of watching me struggle t
.get dressed. For the first time, I looked my age to them, and they gave me
yboatload of shit. But come PT time, they always kept their mouths shu
1because they knew I would be bringing the pain.

< As usual, the PLFs were cruel to every one of us. The unforgiving colc
made the ground harder and our bodies tense and more brittle, whicl
,magnified the misery, whether we were jumping from a twelve-inch ledge, «
three-foot platform, or climbing up to a different platform, swinging out on «
trapeze, and letting go. It was all about building muscle memory so we coulc
embody what the instructors called the “proper landing attitude.”

When most people jump off anything high, they have a reflex to spreac
their arms and legs and look down as they drop. We were taught to keep ou
bodies in a tight formation, feet and knees together. Pinning the legs togethe
allows you to distribute and absorb the impact. We weren’t trying to stick thi
landing. We’d be moving much too fast for that. We practiced hitting the
ground and rolling to one side. As every jump provides different element



1and conditions, we had to be comfortable rolling right and left, forward anc
2backward, and we alternated our reps.

2 None of this was brand new to me because I was one of the few rookie
fwith prior jump experience. I’d jumped from a variety of altitudes an
eaircraft with a reasonably wide range of gear, but I hadn’t jumped on a stati
eline since my Navy SEAL days, and it did take time for me to get m
etechnique together. Everyone had a more-challenging side, and because I wa
vso concerned about protecting my left leg from direct impact, my hip and rib
took a beating whenever I rolled left. I absorbed the escalating pain becaus:
,Dr. Gomoll’s words were still tacked to the bulletin board in my brain. If th
eleg wanted to break, it would have to wait for a real jump. No matter hov
rpurple and swollen I became, I wasn’t about to expose that tibia on a jumj
tfrom a metal platform or the arc of a janky trapeze. That probably explainec
emy general lack of fluidity. After each PLF, the instructors critiqued ou
form, and the word I heard the most was “clunky.”

s  After several days of throwing myself into the dirt like a bag of shit, wi
lwere leveled up to the shock tower, a twenty-foot platform where we sat in
Imock-up of an aircraft doorway, clipped into a stiff bungee, and practiced ou
rexits. The exercise included a ten-foot fall arrested by a sudden snapback tha
)delivered a kiss of mild whiplash. On one of my early attempts, I stooc
sbehind a small but athletic young woman who I call PB for pit bull becaus:
oshe was very friendly with plenty of fight coiled deep inside her. But whei
ashe got that smack on the back from the instructor signaling that it was he
ttime to take that leap of faith, she froze up.

PB is as God-fearing as they come. I watched my tongue around he
1because profanity made her uncomfortable. Boat Crew Two Goggins woul
1have continued cursing like the sailor he was and forced her to deal with it
aAnd when fear paralyzed her in the middle of an evolution, he may hawvi
alaughed out loud. However, while my inner savage was alive and well, I wa:
1no longer that guy. Back in SEAL training, I loved when people froze up anc

quit. I felt it elevated me in some way, but that was ego-driven immaturit
land poor leadership. These days, I consider it my business to make everyon
rbetter, no matter the job or situation. During my interview with the Nortl
rPeace Smokejumpers, I was asked to describe my best quality.
2 “If you hire me,” I said, “everyone in my class will graduate. That’s my
abest quality.” It wasn’t an empty promise. It was an oath.
s  “Do you want some time?” the instructor asked.



1 “Yeah, I do,” PB said.

One of the elements that made me want to work with this smokejumpin;
screw was their acceptance of and respect for every individual. Although thert
Iwere standards to be met and exceeded and they did push us to excel, the
cunderstood that everyone has a process to work through. However, I knov
yfrom experience that more time to think would not help PB in this situation.
s  Watching her felt like I was seeing myself in the surf zone at th
sbeginning of my second Hell Week, looking like a stag frozen in the glow o
ean onrushing eighteen-wheeler. I could tell from the vacancy in her eyes tha
eshe wasn’t having much fun anymore and that this jump petrified her, bu
vsome fears must be conquered immediately. The only thing that coulc
ypossibly help PB in that moment was to stop thinking, look her fear dead i
1the eye, and jump anyway. When she backed away and suggested I take he
rplace, I shook my head.

“Don’t do that shit. Keep your ass in the fucking door and reset.” M:
aprofanity cracked the spell, and we locked eyes. “If you freeze up now, it wil
ahappen again, but up there, when it’s for real. So, when you get to the door
ras scary as it is, sound the fuck off to get your adrenaline going. Focus on thi
thorizon, and when that smack on the back comes, slingshot your ass out o
lhere.”

e She nodded, determined, got into position, took a deep breath, and yelled
1“Am I clear?!”
r “Get ready,” replied the instructor, and the instant he smacked he
between the shoulder blades, PB became a cannonball.
r My leadership style in Fort St. John was chameleonic. To some of mn
1classmates, I was their medic. To others, I doled out tough love in the heat o
.a difficult moment. I competed with the best athletes to make them evel
ebetter, and I took calls at night from those who didn’t think they’d make it tc
sgraduation. But I’m not sure how many understood that I too was in dange
lof missing the cut because of a certain skill that I literally could not grasp.
y  Unlike military paratroopers, who almost always jump into terrain witl
efew, if any, natural obstacles, smokejumpers have to land in tight drop zone
1(DZ). In ground school, we were taught to seek out alternates when mistake:
have been made or winds shifted and that primary DZ remains out of reach
yThere are times when you simply can’t make the DZ, and with forest in ever
direction, it is inevitable that at one time or another, we will land in the trees
and nobody will be coming to save our dangling asses. Which is precisel



why we do letdown training.
3 We all carried 150 feet of nylon webbing in one of our leg pockets. Tha
ewas our emergency letdown line. We were taught to tie it off overhead on ou
ycanopy’s high riser with a series of half-hitches, then use it to rappel dow1
vsafely. Theoretically. It wasn’t as easy to execute as that might sound becaus:
when you’re dangling by a parachute and wearing a helmet, the angles mak
eit difficult to see the riser you’re working with over your shoulder. And jus
fbecause you are caught in a tree does not mean you will stay in that tree. It
tbest to get the fuck down to earth ASAP. Which is why this was a timec
texercise. We were to get it done in under ninety seconds on both the right an
1left sides come test day, or we could forget about jumping at all.

1 I didn’t come close to making the time on my initial attempts because
rcouldn’t feel the webbing. We must have done a dozen daily reps for weeks
but the weather stayed cold, and my hands would not cooperate.
ystumblefucked so badly it was borderline uncomfortable for the instructor
land any of my classmates who were paying close enough attention. Despitt
,my age, everyone had the highest expectations of me. I’m supposed to b
eable to do any fucking thing, and I was still over thirty seconds too slow witl

ftest day looming.
Once again, my struggle was on display for all to see, but I never hung

,my head. Everybody stumbled on something at least once damn near ever

day in that training, and we all have things to work on in life. That’s how i
rshould be. When you drop your head, you are sending a direct message t

your brain that you don’t think you have what it takes to get better. Tha
ymakes it much harder to focus and succeed. When you are working toward .
fgoal that is important to you and things don’t go your way, never let anyon
1see it bring you down. Don’t give motherfuckers the satisfaction. When you
bhead’s down, you can’t see where the fuck you need to go or what needs t
rbe done. And if you need help, ask for it. Never be ashamed of it. Yes, it wa:

freezing. Yes, I struggled mightily, but I did not sulk. I kept my head up anc
1got to work.
s I practiced every night for hours. At first, I rigged up a simulation o
sparachute risers with coat hangers in my closet, and before each attempt, I le
.my bare hands marinate in the freezer, but they never got cold enough, so
ymoved the operation outside, where I could sink my hands into the snow unti
,I couldn’t feel shit. Then, I stood at the base of a tree and tied off overhead
yKish came out to time me, bundled up in three sweaters, two parkas, anc



multiple winter hats.
t  This wasn’t about conditioning my hands to the brutal cold. That woulc
rnever happen because of Raynaud’s. But by cranking out these reps fo
1hours, my mind and body synced up. I knew exactly where the webbing wa:
eand what to do with it, whether I could feel it or not. I chopped three second:
2off my time one night. Then, another five seconds the next. My improvemen
twasn’t immediate or substantial. But it was steady, so I kept at it.
s It was not easy to maintain a positive outlook and commitment tc
lworking and training upwards of eighteen hours every day for six weeks
dThere is a reason smokejumping is a young person’s game. I arrived in grea
shape, but I was using my body in a way I hadn’t in years, and the tormen
Iwas unrelenting. I was also mentally worn down. This was not the mos
,challenging training I’d been in, but it was an intense struggle because I wa
Ia lot older and no longer who I used to be.
s A lot of people let a realization like that limit their future. They lose thei
2edge and scale back their ambitions and expectations to protect themselves
aThey retire and quit pushing themselves into uncomfortable environment
1and challenging situations. Much of that has to do with the age pass down
There’s a pass down for everything in life. When it comes to age, we seem t
3share a common misperception of how we should feel or where we should b
ybased on a number when sometimes, the problem isn’t chronological. Often i
tisn’t Father Time that is fucking you up but his brother, Father Fatigue.
>  They say that you can’t beat Father Time, and that may be true, but yo
tcan damn sure make his brother feel your resistance, and if you are willing t
aoutlast the headwinds of fatigue minute by minute, hour by hour, day afte
2day, you can at least meet Father Time face to face and negotiate with him
rWhenever 1 felt too tired or sore to get out of bed, I kept my eyes on the
bhorizon and reminded myself that smokejumper training is temporary. Som
smornings, it actually felt good to be so fucked up because that was a sign tha
11 was still willing to turn myself inside out to look for that blue-to-black lin
and do something that spoke to my soul.
f  True, I was not the same David Goggins. I was a much better version.
tused to think you had to be the best at everything to be great and to be .
Istrong leader. That’s not the case. The valiant motherfucker is the person wh
Ifaces long odds yet continues to try. When those young studs saw me runnin
.in the snow before work, it fucked with them. And when word got out tha
1this supposedly bigger-than-life forty-seven-year-old savage was stuffing hi



limp-dick hands in the snow and placing them back on the let-down line fo
lhours, hunting a physiological adaptation, it showed them what it looks lik
rto refuse to be denied, what it means to be never finished. It reminded then
sthat this opportunity was special and that they probably had a hell of a lo
smore to give too.
t I made the let-down time on test day. Not by much, but I made it.

dressed in under three minutes too, and while I didn’t land or roll like
bgymnast or ballerina, I proved my consistency and capability to th
.instructors and to Tom Reinboldt, founder of the North Peace Smokejumpers
tand graduated ground school.
t  “I can see it doesn’t come naturally,” Tom told me later. Like me, he’
tsurvived a tough childhood and was drifting as a young man until he founc
ssmokejumping. At twenty-seven, after a health scare, he launched his owi
unit and built a culture centered on respect and excellence. None of it wa
reasy or came naturally to him either, which is exactly why I wanted to b
.there. “It’s good you’re not a natural,” said Tom. “I can see your will, and
srespect that.”
. A few days later, in early May, we were rallied for a mock-up drill. Wi
osuited up in our armored gear, which included that Kevlar jumpsuit as well a
ea helmet with a grate protecting our faces, and walked to the air strip. Ou
tfirst jump was scheduled for the following morning, weather depending, anc
our instructors wanted us to squeeze into the Twin Otter, the smaller of th
itwo aircraft in the unit. The point of a mock-up is to get familiar with the
saircraft and where and when to clip into the static line.
r  This bird looked well used. The tang of jet fuel wafted down the aisle anc
.crawled into my sinuses as we loaded up, and that stirred something in me a
o[ sat down. My pulse quickened. My skin rippled with anticipation, but it wa
ejust a drill, and after a briefing, we disembarked into a truck. That’s when th
tinstructor asked us to do it one more time.
e As I reboarded the plane, I sensed that this wasn’t another drill, and thei
spotted the pilot make for the cockpit door. They were shotgunning us. Thi
Isecond we were seated, the pilot fired his propellers without giving us an
atime to think or back out. Two minutes later, we were airborne and climbinj
oto 1,500 feet. When we reached altitude, the designated spotter tossed out hi
gpaper streamers to estimate wind speed. I watched them unfurl in th
tthermals as he pointed out the DZ.
s It was a bluebird day, the wind was light at three to five knots, and wi



rarced in long loops. One by one, we stood up, made our way to the static line
egot on our knees, and clipped in.
1 [ was one of the last to jump and was calm, if uncertain, as I stuck my pii
tinto the line and locked it. This is it, I thought. This is where the leg break:
and the dream dies. That was the plain truth, but I took comfort in getting thi:
Ifar. At least I’d get one jump in. And if it was my first and last, I’d bette
amake it sing. The spotter gave me the wind drift, pointed out the DZ, anc
elisted the hazards. The plane banked toward my exit point, and I sounded off.
,  “Am I clear?!” We were traveling at ninety knots, but my pulse wa
surprisingly smooth as I kicked one leg out the open door.
1  “Getready,” he said. Despite the chill, sweat tickled the back of my necl
las time slowed way down until the moment the spotter slapped my back.
1 “Push thousand!” T yelled and used both hands to push out the door anc
sinto the sky on a static line for the first time in fourteen years. “Twr
ethousand, three thousand, four thousand!” There is no rip cord to pull o1
Istatic line jumps—unless you need to trigger your reserve, that is—and i
only took about five seconds for my canopy to open with a violent tug
2“Check thousand!”
s I looked up and inspected my canopy for holes or twists. My suspensiol
rlines were mildly twisted, but I recognized it, pulled my risers, kicked my
dlegs as if riding a bicycle, and rotated out in a blink. The chute filled out, anc
ol slowed down even more.
2 [t steered like a barge. There was an eerie delay when I toggled left o
right, but I read the wind well and maneuvered into it while I fell at a rate o
labout seventeen and a half feet per second. That feels pretty fast as th
sground rushes toward you, but I wasn’t looking down. I held steady, eyes ou
sfront, and tapped the ground with my feet and knees together. I felt a bolt o
epain in my left shin as I rolled right, but it didn’t last.
The leg held!
1 An instructor ran over, breathless yet reasonably impressed. He offered :
efew pointers and a hand, and as I got to my feet, I found that I could not stoj
ysmiling. It wasn’t that evil Goggins smile either. This one was wide anc
snatural, and well-earned.
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The smile is because I thought for sure the leg was going to break! (Photo by: Greg Jones)

For the next two weeks, as we kept jumping, the DZs got tighter and tighter
There were no more open fields, just tiny divots in the woods. A lot of thi



trees had been ravaged by beetles, but those trunks still managed to stanc
sentinel, like a zombie forest. From above, they looked like spikes. Thost
weren’t the only hazards. There were boulders, rivers, lakes, bogs, downec
trees, and thorny shrubs. And there were plenty of live evergreens trying tc
reach out and grab us too. On most jumps, at least one of our classmates go
hung up. One caught the top of a ninety-foot conifer, and it barely held him
He was lucky because once his chute lost air, it was worthless, and the fal
would have killed him.

There were times when the DZ was hard to make out from the bird, anc
the wind was variable as fuck. The spotter’s wind-drift intel was usually
outdated within minutes, so if you weren’t one of the first to jump, you’«
have to figure it out on your ninety-second drop. That made it all the mor
difficult to avoid every hazard as I searched for the orange X laid out by tht
instructors.

I never got caught in a tree, but I clipped one with my shoulder on ont
jump, got spun around in a shifting wind, and landed hard and fast oi
another. It gave the instructors a scare, but I was glad it happened becaus:
once again, my leg absorbed the impact, and from then on, I knew for sur
that it was good to go.

My body was healing up. The bruises had faded for the most part, and m’
intercostal muscles released. I could breathe free and clear by the final day:.
of rookie training, and everything had slowed down for me. I read the winc
well, steered with more confidence, zoomed closer to that X early on, anc
started hitting my mark with precision.

There was no pomp and circumstance come graduation, which wa
another sign I was exactly where I was supposed to be. A couple of th
instructors said a few words, then handed us our uniforms, and that was that
All but one candidate graduated from our class, which spoke to how strong
my class was and how much we came together as a team. HC looked stokex
as fuck, and PB was beaming. She’d evolved from not being able to jump of
a twenty-foot platform to becoming one of the very best jumpers in ou
rookie class.

I was proud of myself too because it had been just ten and a half month:
since the surgery that turned my smokejumper aspirations into missiol
impossible. And it had taken every ounce of endurance, dedication, and faitl

“I had to make it. Now that I had, while it felt satisfying, I was old enough an«
*had done enough hard-core jobs to know something that the happy youn



Irooks did not. This shit had just begun.
> I’d seen how perilous and serious this job was. Each jump was high risk
land while we’d all been challenged to our depths, everything we had done tc
bthat point had been a mere training ground. In training, you can miss the X
tYou can get caught in trees. Now that we were operational, every detail ha
.to be dialed in. On a fire, there is no time to dick around getting out of tree
lor hiking out of the bush in search of your crew while they wait on you. Al
the other rookies were smiling that afternoon. I was focused on the fight tc
1come.
y  That mentality to always be looking for the next mission was a product o
lexperience, but not only military experience. I’ve been discovering
edeveloping, refining, and adapting that mindset my entire life. Many peopl
esnicker or smirk in disbelief when they watch me take on a new challenge, a
if to say, “Why would anybody do that?” The implication is that I’'m doing i
ato get noticed, to fill up on atta’ boys, or for a damn payday. Motherfucket
1before you knew me, I was a Cub Scout, a fucking Webelo, and a Boy Scout
aBefore you knew me, I was in Civil Air Patrol and Junior ROTC. Then
ejoined the Air Force. I joined the Navy. I went to Ranger School. I went tc
Delta Selection. And now, I am a North Peace Smokejumper, operating fron
ya remote airfield in Northern British Columbia. Do you think this shit jus
sends? I repeat: this is who the fuck I am!
1 At almost every stop along the way, there have been very few people whe
1looked like me. I wasn’t the first Black Navy SEAL, and I’m not the firs
Black smokejumper. Back in the 1940s, there was a team of Blacl
ssmokejumpers called the Triple Nickles who fought forest fires in ths
2sAmerican West, but their contribution was not well publicized an«
.unfortunately is largely forgotten. Today, it is all too rare to find a Blacl
sperson fighting wildfires anywhere in North America.
1  But it doesn’t matter where you come from or what you look like, we ar:
fall hindered by supposedly fixed social lines. Whatever your gender, culture
rreligion, or age, there are things that you’ve been told your kind just does no
do.
s Which is why there has got to be somebody in every family
aneighborhood, culture, nation, and generation who breaks the mold an
1changes the way others think about society and their place in it. There has go
1to be someone willing to be an outlier. A savage who sees those walls anc
sbarriers that are constantly trying to close us off and divide us up and thei



breaks them down again by showing everyone what is possible. There’s go
,to be someone who demonstrates greatness and makes everyone around then
ythink differently.
Why not you?

1  The road to success is rarely a straight line. For me, it’s always been mort
slike a maze. Many times, when I thought I’d finally cracked the code, had i
lall figured out, and found the straight path to certain victory, I hit a wall o
ygot spun into a turnaround. When that happens, we have two choices. We cai
stay stuck or regroup, back up, and try again.
f  That’s where evolution begins. Hitting those walls time and again wil
,harden and streamline you. Having to back up and formulate a new plai
ewithout any assurances it will ever pan out will tune your SA up and develoj
syour problem-solving skills and your endurance. It will force you to adapt
tWhen that happens hundreds of times over the course of many years, it i
~physically exhausting and mentally draining, and it becomes damn nea
.impossible to believe in yourself or your future. A lot of people abandoi
Ibelief at that point. They swirl in the eddies of comfort or regret, perhap:
yclaim their victimhood, and stop looking for their way out of the maze
10thers keep believing and find a way out but hope to never slip into a traj
tlike that ever again, and those skills they’d honed and developed whither
They lose their edge.
> I am always on the hunt for another twisted pretzel of a maze to get los
tin because that’s where I find myself. The smooth road to success is of no usi
<to savages like me. That may sound ideal, but it won’t test us. It doesn’
ademand belief, so it will never make us great. We all build belief in differen
dways. I clock countless hours in the gym, where I log thousands of reps anc
<run and ride my bike obscene distances, to cultivate belief. Despite what yot
may think, I don’t consider myself an ultra-athlete because those races are no
ewho I am. They are tools. Each one provides me a stockpile of faith so whei
LI get stuck in the maze of life like a broke-down savage, I still believe I an
tcapable of achieving my unreasonable goals, such as becoming
smokejumper at forty-seven years old, no matter what society or the goo«
,doctor says.
1 1 don’t mean to suggest that you must run one hundred or two hundre
tmiles to believe you have what it takes to get where you want to go. That”.
1what I had to do based on the depth of the darkness I came from and the scals
nof my ambitions. But if you’ve lost it, you do need to find your way back tc



tbelief. Whatever it takes for you to believe that you’re better than gooc
1enough to achieve your dreams is what you must do. And remember, you
greatness is not tied to any outcome. It is found in the valiance of the attempt

My crew was one of four on standby when the winds picked up anc
ethunderheads blew across Northern British Columbia. We were on ou
tsatellite base in Mackenzie when the call came in mid-morning that there hac
rbeen a lightning strike and a three-acre fire was burning outside of For
1Nelson. Although I'd graduated rookie training, you aren’t officially

smokejumper until you jump your first fire, and I was about to be baptized
10ur three-man crew hopped into the DC-3—a refurbished World War II reli
1—with three other crews, enough firefighting gear to put the burn down, ane
stwo days of food and water.

We flew for ninety minutes until we reached the billowing black smoke
sand leveled off at 1,500 feet. The streamers flew, and the spotter pointed ou
ran overgrown pipeline corridor, no more than twenty feet across, roughly
1quarter mile from the flames. That was the DZ. Kneeling in the opei
sdoorway, the spotter shouted the wind drift and the hazard rundown over th
.roar of the propellers. Roger that, 1 thought.
> “AmI clear?!” I hollered.

The plane rattled and shook. It was so loud, I could barely hear mysel

think. My pounding heart sent a flood of adrenaline rocketing through me
tLocked into the static line, I stepped to the door, grabbed the outside edge:
ewith both hands, and flung myself into the sky in time to watch a teammate’
tparachute bloom 150 feet below me. Once my chute opened, the rumble o
tthe propellors and wild hiss of the wind melted to a peaceful whisper.
1looked down, located my DZ, identified all the hazards, and took in the ful
1scope of the fire. There was danger in every direction, yet all I saw wa
tbeauty.

1 My body had failed me for eight years straight. I could have given up
1dozen different times at least. Many late nights and early mornings, my doub
awas louder than that DC-3. I had to sit with that doubt, stare into it, and, mor:
loften than not, I had no answers, no good reason to think I would ever ge
here because I kept falling short for one reason or another. It’s easier tc
lovercome doubt that you’ve built up in your mind. It’s much harder whei
syou know you’ve failed more than once and that the odds of success are slim
aBut because of the way I live and thanks to the mindset I work hard tc
ycultivate, I had enough belief left to try one more time.



1  Nothing in my life has ever happened for me on the first try. It took mu
rthree cracks to get through Navy SEAL training. I had to take the ASVAE
.five times and failed twice before breaking the Guinness World Record fo
1most pull ups in twenty-four hours. But by then, failure had long since beei
rneutralized. When I set an unreasonable goal and fall short, I don’t even lool
lat it as failure anymore. It is simply my first, second, third, or tenth attempt
tThat is what belief does for you. It takes failure out of the equatiol
acompletely because you go in knowing the process will be long and arduous
.and that is what the fuck we do.

c I wish I could more fully express what it’s like to defy the medical min
dto parachute into wildfires at forty-seven years old. I find the sensatioi
almost impossible to describe. All I can say is that I hope you and everyon:
Lelse get to feel this one day because to overcome all obstacles and bump yj
tagainst the outer reaches of your capabilities is the pinnacle. In those rare
afleeting moments when you are washed in the sense of infinite possibility anc
10overwhelmed with glory, everything they ever did to you or put in front o
ayou—all the knockdowns, breakdowns, and fuck-yous and every bit of thi
pain, doubt, and humiliation—is fucking worth it. But the only way to ge
there is to continually seek greatness and always be willing to try one mor
ftime.

I never needed to be the hardest motherfucker in the world. That becam
sa goal because I knew it would bring out my best self. Which is what thi
sfucked-up world needs from all of us: to evolve into the very best versions o
fourselves. That’s a moving target, and it isn’t a one-time task. It is a lifelong
Iquest for more knowledge, more courage, more humility, and more belief
1Because when you summon the strength and discipline to live like that, the
sonly thing limiting your horizons is you.
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Jumping into the G90317 fire in June 2022




Second fire jump of the season



Second fire jump of the season
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