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Author’s Note: Winners Win

Before we start, I owe you a conversation about the cover.

The photo on the front of this book is me holding a championship belt over my head. I am
grinning like an idiot. The lighting is good. The belt is real. I look, in that photograph, exact-
ly like the kind of guy who would write a book called Winners Win — the guy on the moti-
vational podcast, the guy with the morning routine, the guy at the front of the conference

room with the headset mic and the slide deck about grit.
I want to be honest with you about that picture.

That guy is the kind of winner this book is going to take apart.

Here is what most people mean when they say winner. The trophy. The belt. The number in
the bank. The headline. The thing you can point to in a room full of strangers and have
them nod. Winning, in this version, is what happens when you come in first at something

other people can see.

I have done a fair amount of that kind of winning. I have built companies. I have been on
lists. I have, as the cover suggests, held belts over my head with the lights on me. And I am
here to tell you, with the specific authority of a person who chased that definition of winner

for about twenty years: it is not the thing.
It is not even close to the thing.

The thing — the actual thing — is whether you can look at the character you’ve built and

say I built this on purpose.

That sentence is the whole book.

I want to give you the definition I’'m going to use for the rest of these pages, because if I
don’t, the title is going to do some very bad work in your head before we even get to Chapter
1.

A winner, in this book, is a person who understands the game they are

playing and chooses their reps on purpose.



That’s it. That’s the definition.

A winner is not the person with the trophy. The person with the trophy might be a winner.
They also might be a guy who got lucky, or grinded a stat nobody asked him to grind, or
won a fight he didn’t realize he was in until it was over and then mistook the outcome for a
plan. Trophies are evidence of something. They are not evidence of winning, not the way

I’'m going to use that word.

A loser, in this book, is not the person without the trophy. A loser is the person playing a
game whose rules they have never read. Someone running reps day after day in stats they did
not choose, in a build they cannot see, on a character sheet they did not know they were
keeping. Losing, in this book, is unwitting. Most people are losing not because they’re failing

— they are losing because they don’t know they’re playing.
Which means most people, by my definition, are losing. Including, for most of my life, me.

The good news is that the line between winner and loser, in this book, is not talent. It is not
money. It is not the championship belt. Tt is
whether you can look at your build and recognize it as yours. That is a thing you can de-
cide, today, on a Tuesday, in a kitchen, with a cup of cold coffee in your hand. The math
doesn’t care how old you are or what you’ve already done. The math only cares about the

next rep.

I owe you one more thing before we start, which is the subtitle.
A Guide to Understanding The Game Theory of Life.

Game theory, in the academic sense, is the math of strategic interaction. It is the study of
what people do when their choices depend on other people’s choices — payoff matrices, co-
ordination problems, dominant strategies, prisoners’ dilemmas, all the rest. Smart people
have been writing books about it for seventy years. This is not one of those books. I am not a
game theorist. I am a guy who has played a lot of life and noticed a few things, and the things
I noticed line up, again and again, with the things the game theorists figured out on

chalkboards.



What ’'m going to do in these pages is give you the practical edition. The bar-stool edition.
The you have ninety minutes on a Wednesday night and three builds that want them edition.
The vocabulary I use is going to sound like an RPG, because that is the game I grew up play-
ing and that is the metaphor that has done the most work in my own head. Character sheets.
Stats. Reps. Shadow builds. Boss fights. The RPG is the instrument. Game theory is what’s
actually being played.

You will see, as we go, that:

The Rep Rule is iterated games. Every action is a repeated play in a game your brain is
scoring whether you scored it or not.
¢ The Shadow Build is your revealed strategy — the moves your reps actually voted for,

regardless of what you said you were doing.
¢ Multiclassing and conflicting builds are dominant strategy and opportunity cost.

e XP Theft is a zero-sum interaction inside a relationship that’s supposed to be

cooperative.

¢ Co-op Mode is a coordination game with imperfect information. Marriage, specifically,
is the highest-stakes one most of us will ever play.

e Boss Fights are decision-making under irreducible uncertainty, with intertemporal

payoffs.

I'm telling you this up front so you know what I'm doing under the paint. If you have ever
read a real game-theory book and bounced off it because the math felt cold and the examples
felt like they were happening to other people, this book is the same ideas in a kitchen. With a
garbage can. With a phone you should not be holding at 5:47 in the morning. With a dish-

washer and a marriage and a kid who has not taken out the trash in six weeks.

That is the game. You have been playing it your whole life. Most of the time, without read-

ing the rules.

So back to the cover.

The guy on the cover is winning the kind of winning most people picture. The book inside
is about a different kind of winning, and I want you to know that on purpose, before you

turn the page. The belt is the bait. The hook is did you choose this?



If you can answer that question honestly about the character you have built so far — even if
the honest answer is no, not really, not most of it — you are already, by my definition, start-
ing to win. You have looked at the build. You have noticed the game. You are about to choose

your next rep on purpose, maybe for the first time.
That is the winning condition.
The rest of this book is the manual.

Bring something to write with. We’re going to need it.



PART I: RECOGNITION






Chapter 1 — The Invisible Leveling
System

The trash can in my kitchen sat overflowing for six weeks.

I’'m not exaggerating. Not “kind of full.” Not “you could’ve pushed it down a little.” I mean
trash piled over the lid. I mean the coffee filter from that morning balanced on top of the
mound like a sad little hat. I mean at one point we couldn’t close it anymore and just

stopped trying.

I would walk past it. My stepdaughter would walk past it. Everybody in my house would
walk past it. And nobody — nobody — would take it out.

Here’s the part that is going to matter for the rest of this book, so I need you to catch it now:

taking out the trash was my stepdaughter’s job.

Not a suggestion. Not a maybe. Not a vague family hope. A job. Agreed to. Understood.

Tied to her allowance. Talked about out loud as a thing she was responsible for. Her job.

And for six weeks, she did not do it.

Let me tell you what I told myself during those six weeks, because I want you to really hear

this. I think you’ve told yourself some version of it too.

Week one I thought: She forgor. She’s a kid. I'll just do it this once. And I did. I pulled the
bag, tied it up, walked it out to the garage, dropped it in the big can, came back, and didn’t

say a word.
Week two: She had a rough day. I don’t want to start a fight over trash. So I took it out again.

Week three: You know what, it’s not worth the argument. It takes me 90 seconds. I'll just do
it.

Week four, I didn’t even tell myself anything. I just took it out.

Week five, I started to get a little irritated. Not enough to say anything. But enough that I'd

slam the pedal on the can a little harder than I needed to, and I'd think ¢his is ridiculous, and
then I'd go to bed.



Week six, I looked at the can one night — coffee filter on top of the mound, bag gaping
open, the whole thing a slow-motion monument to the same decision made forty-two times

in a row — and I finally let myself ask the question I had been very carefully not asking.
Not why won’t she take out the trash.

A different question.

Put the book down for a second. I want to ask you something, and I want you to answer it

honestly, in your head, before you read another word.
What did my stepdaughter get better at during those six weeks?

Because that’s the question nobody asks. Everybody asks why won’t she take out the trash.

Nobody asks what she’s getting good ar while she doesn’t.
The answer, in case you’re being too polite to say it out loud, is this:
My stepdaughter got really, really good at leaving a full trash can alone.

Forty-two days of practice. Forty-two reps. Forty-two opportunities for her brain to learn the
exact sequence: see the full can = feel the tiny pulse of “I should do that” —* override it =

walk past = nothing happens = Dad handles it.

You cannot practice a thing forty-two times and not get better at it. That is not how brains
work. That is not how anything works. A kid who swings a bat forty-two times gets better at
swinging a bat. A kid who rides a bike forty-two times gets better at riding a bike. And a kid

who walks past a full trash can forty-two times gets better at walking past a full trash can.
She wasn’t failing at chores.

She was succeeding at a different skill entirely. A skill I was actively coaching her in, every
single night, by handling it for her.

Now here’s the part I really didn’t want to look at.
What was I getting better at those six weeks?

Because I was leveling up too. I was getting in reps. Mine just didn’t have a name, so they felt
invisible. But they were there. Forty-two reps of: see the problem — feel the pulse of “this

isn’t mine” = override it = do it anyway = resent it a little = say nothing.
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Do you know what skill that is? That is a real skill. It has a name. It’s called
being a doormat who swallows his resentment, and after six weeks of daily practice I was
embarrassingly good at it. I had +42 in a stat I never meant to train. My stepdaughter had
+42 in a stat she never meant to train either. And the only thing in my entire kitchen that

was actually improving was the garbage can’s ability to hold things it was not designed to

hold.
Nobody in that house was standing still.

That’s the thing I need you to see, and it’s the thing this whole book is about, and it’s the

thing that is happening in your life right now whether you’ve noticed it or not.
You are always getting better at something.

Not “sometimes.” Not “when you’re trying.” Always. Every single day. Every single hour.
Every single choice — and, critically, every single *non-*choice. There is no neutral. There is

no off switch. The counter is always running. You do not get to step off the mat.

If you've ever played a video game — and I mean a real RPG, not Candy Crush — you know
how this works. You fight a bunch of goblins with a sword and at the end of the fight you get
+1 to Swords. You cast a bunch of fire spells and you get +1 to Fire Magic. You block a
bunch of incoming blows and you get +1 to Block. The game doesn’t ask you if you meant
to do that. The game doesn’t care. You did the action. You get the experience. The number

goes up.
That part, everybody gets.

Here is the part that almost nobody gets, and it is going to bend your brain a little if you let
it:

Real life works exactly the same way, except the game is also counting all the things

you are not doing.

You skipped the gym for 30 days? Congratulations. You are not 0-for-30 at fitness. You are
30-for-30 at skipping the gym . You have +30 in a stat called Not-Working-Out, and that
stat is real, and it is trained, and your brain is getting more efficient at it every single time you
do it. The reason Monday morning feels so easy to skip is not that you’re lazy. It is that you

are really, really good at skipping. You practiced.



You told yourself you'd call your mom this weekend and then you didn’t, for the fourth
weekend in a row? You are +4 in a stat called Breaking Small Promises To Myself. That stat is
real too. It has downstream consequences. We are going to get into them. But right now, all I

need you to see is that the stat exists and it is going up whether you want it to or not.
You let the teenager walk past the trash can forty-two times?

You both got good at something.

You just didn’t have a character sheet to look at, so you couldn’t see it happening.

Until now.

Let me name this thing, so we can talk about it for the rest of the book. I’'m going to call it

the Rep Rule, and it goes like this:

Every action — and every inaction — is a rep at something. The universe is
keeping score. You don’t get to opt out. The only question is what you’re

practicing.

That’s it. That is the whole theory. The rest of this book is just me walking you through
what it looks like in every corner of your life — your marriage, your kids, your body, your
job, the little voice in your head — and helping you figure out which stats you’ve been acci-

dentally maxing out, and which ones you actually meant to grind.

But before we go anywhere else, I need you to sit with the Rep Rule for a second. Because
the first time it lands on you, it feels a little sick. It felt sick to me. Because the first honest

conversation you have with yourself after you accept the Rep Rule goes something like this:

Wait. So if I've been doing X for three years, I'm not “working on” X. I'm really, really good
at X. And X is the thing I'm doing — not the thing I keep saying I'm going to do.

Yeah. That’s right.

Wait. So every time I “just let it go” instead of having the hard conversation, I’'m not being
the bigger person. I am grinding the Avoid-Hard-Conversations stat. And I'm getting better

at it. And that’s going to make the next hard conversation even harder.

Also yeah.



And — this is the one that really got me:

Wait. So every time I did the chore for my kid because it was easier, I wasn’t helping her. 1

was stealing a rep from her. And giving one to myself in a stat I didn’t want.
Yeah. That too.

I’m sorry. I really am. I know that is not what you wanted to read three pages into a book.
But we are going to spend the rest of this book pulling the thread, and if I soften it here, the
thread is not going to hold.

Here’s the mechanic under the hood, in case you like to know how the trick works.

Your brain is a pattern machine, and brains wire what they repeat — the more you run a cir-

cuit, the less friction you feel running it next time.
This is how you learned to ride a bike.
This is also how you learned to check your phone the second you feel a moment of boredom.

Your brain does not know the difference. It is not grading you. It is just counting, and the
thing it counts best is reps. That is why the 15-year-old is a trash-can-ignoring ninja after six
weeks. She ran the circuit forty-two times. It is, neurologically speaking, now one of the
things her brain does well. And the scary part is that the same mechanism is running in your

head, right now, for every single thing you do more than once.
There is no pause button on this. There is no “doesn’t count.” Every rep counts.

That is the whole ballgame.

So here is what I want you to do before you start Chapter 2.
Not twenty things. One thing.

Go find a sticky note. A real one. The paper kind. Stick it somewhere you look all the time
— your monitor, your bathroom mirror, the dashboard of your car. On it, in your own

handwriting, so it feels like it came from you and not from me, write this question:

What did 1 just get better at?



That’s it. That’s the whole exercise. For the next 24 hours, any time your eye catches that
sticky note, I want you to actually answer the question. Out loud if you can. Not judgmen-

tally. Just honestly. Whar did I just get better at?

You checked your phone in the middle of a conversation with someone you love? Oh. I just

got +1 ar tuning them out.

You had the hard conversation with your employee you’ve been dodging for a month? Oh. 1

just got +1 at being a grown-up in a hard conversation.
You skipped the gym again? Oh. I just got +1 at skipping the gym.
You took the bag of trash out because your kid didn’t? Oh. Yeah. I see it now.

Don’t try to fix anything yet. That is coming. We are going to do it together, and I am going
to hand you real tools. But for today, all I want is for you to see the counter. Just see it.
Watch it tick.

Because the single thing that changes once you accept the Rep Rule — the only thing that
has to change, before anything else can — is that the invisible stops being invisible. You start
to feel the reps as they happen. You start to hear the little click of the counter every time you
make a choice or skip one. And once you hear that click, you cannot un-hear it. I promise
you that. Six weeks of taking out a trash can I did not want to take out will do that to a

person.
The save file is open.
The counter is running.

The character you will be in ten years is being built right now, one rep at a time, and nobody

is going to hand you the character sheet.
So I'm going to hand you one.

Starting in Chapter 2.



Chapter 2 — There Is No Neutral

It is 5:47 in the morning and my hand is on my phone.

The alarm is going off — the one I set the night before, the one I made a whole little speech
about at dinner about how tomorrow I was getting back on the program, the one I queued
up with a surge of Tuesday-night optimism that now, at 5:47 Wednesday morning, is the
most distant and unrelated feeling on earth. The phone is buzzing. The gym bag is by the
door. I packed it last night. Shoes, shorts, towel, even the good headphones. Especially the

good headphones. The good headphones were proof. I was serious this time.
And my thumb is hovering over the snooze button.

Here is exactly what happens in my head in the next 1.8 seconds, and I want you to read it

slowly because it is the most important 1.8 seconds in this entire chapter:
o It’s still dark.
e [ had alate call last night.
e I'llgo arlunch.
e (Iwill not go ar lunch.)
o [ can start fresh tomorrow.

e One day doesn’t matter.
Snooze.
Back to sleep.

The world, obligingly, does not end. My body, obligingly, sinks back into the warm. The
alarm, obligingly, does not come back for nine minutes. And somewhere in the back of my
brain a little counter ticks over by one, and I do not hear it, because counters do not make
sound, and because I am already asleep, and because I have spent the last 20 years of my life

very carefully training myself not to hear them.

Now pause. I want you to catch something.
What did I just do?

I didn’t do anything.



Right? I skipped. That’s the whole point of skipping. I was supposed to do a thing and I
didn’t. That’s a null. A zero. A blank on the scoreboard. Nothing happened. I'll pick it up
tomorrow, or Thursday, or next Monday, or whenever. No harm done. The book you are
reading is about how people level up at stuff they didn’t mean to, and this morning I did the

opposite — I didn’t level up at anything. I was lazy. That’s it. End of story.

Right?

No.

I know that is what it feels like. I know from the inside. I have been telling myself that exact
story about that exact moment since I was maybe 22 years old, and I want you to know that
if you have been telling yourself some version of it too, you are in extremely good company
— and you are also, and I say this as gently as a person can say something this brutal, com-

pletely wrong.

The moment I hit snooze, I did not do nothing. I did a very specific, very complete, very
trained routine. Seven discrete moves, all of them clean, all of them well-rehearsed. Let me

show you.

1. Heard the alarm. (cue)

2. Ran a lightning cost-benefit about whether to get up. (deliberation)

3. Queued up the three rationalizations I always queue up, in the exact same order. (script)
4. Quietly dismissed the one counter-voice that said but you packed the bag. (override)

5. Made the decision. (commit)

6. Executed the physical move — thumb, button, press. (action)

7. Felt the tiny pulse of guilt and immediately smothered it with warmth and sleep.
(reward)

Cue. Deliberation. Script. Override. Commit. Action. Reward.

That is a habit loop. A beautiful, clean, textbook habit loop. I did not just run it — I ran it
well. I ran it with the smooth, automatic, no-wasted-motion efficiency of a man who has run
it hundreds of times before. My 5:47 a.m. snooze routine is, I am not kidding you, probably
one of the most practiced and polished skills I own. I am an absolute master of it. I could

snooze in my sleep. I have, in fact, snoozed in my sleep.

And every time I run it, I get a little better at it.



That is the rep. Not the workout I didn’t do. The skip I did. The skip was a full, com-
plete, counted action. My brain counted it. My muscles counted it. My identity counted it.
The only thing in the entire universe that didn’t count it was the little voice in my head that

called it “nothing.”

That voice is lying to you. That voice has always been lying to you. And in this chapter, we
are going to catch it in the act, name the lie, and make sure it can never lie to you in quite the

same way again.

The lie has a name. I’'m going to call it the Neutral Fallacy, and it goes like this:

The belief thar doing nothing means nothing happened. The belief that

inaction is free. The belief that the counter stops when you stop.

The counter does not stop when you stop. The counter does not know what “stop” means.
The counter is not a scoreboard in a basketball game that only counts when the ball goes in
— it is a scoreboard that counts every single second you are on the court, whether you are
moving or not, whether you are trying or not, whether you meant to or not. Every second
you are alive is a second you are practicing somerhing, and the “something” is whatever you

are doing in that second, even if what you are doing in that second is nothing.
Especially if what you are doing in that second is nothing.

Because the reps you don’t see are the reps you can’t defend against.

Let me prove it to you three different ways, because this is the single biggest lie most people

are carrying, and one proof is not going to be enough.

Proof one: the body

When you don’t lift for three weeks, your muscles do not stay the same. You know this.
Everybody knows this. But here is the part most people get wrong: they think the muscle is
“just decaying” the way a piece of fruit decays on a counter — passively, slowly, because no-

body is doing anything to it. That is not what is happening.



Your body is actively metabolizing your muscle. Your body ran the numbers and decided,
based on the inputs you gave it (or didn’t), that this tissue is expensive to maintain and you
are not using it, and therefore it should be broken down so the resources can go somewhere
more useful. That is a decision. Made by your body. Based on data. And the data your body

used was the reps you didn’t do.

Three weeks of “nothing” is not nothing. Three weeks of “nothing” is three weeks of signals
your body was receiving and acting on every single minute. You were not in a pause state.
You were in a very specific input state — call it the no-load state — and your body was re-
sponding to it every second, just like it would respond to any other state. You were training.
You were training the don’t need this muscle program. And your body, being extremely

good at its job, executed the program.

The muscle didn’t quit on you. You didn’t quit on it either. You trained it to disappear.

Proof two: the Duolingo streak

If you’ve ever tried to learn a language on an app, you already know this one. You grind. You
hit the daily streak. You are feeling good about yourself. You are at day 47. Day 52. Day 60.
Then life gets weird for a week. You skip Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday. You come back
Thursday, open the app, and —

You are not at day 60.
You are not at day 57.
You are somewhere around day twelve.

Every intermediate language learner knows this feeling. Three days off is not “three days off.”
Three days off is “my brain aggressively pruning the circuits I wasn’t using, because main-
taining unused circuits is metabolically expensive.” There is a real word for this — synaptic
pruning — and it is the reason “use it or lose it” isn’t a slogan. It is a literal description of
what your brain does, every night, while you are sleeping, to any skill you did not practice

that day.

Your brain is not a bank that holds your skills at a flat balance until you come back. Your
brain is a gardener that kills anything you aren’t watering. Skipping is not zero input.

Skipping is the specific input that tells the gardener kill this one.



Proof three: the call you didn’t make

You know exactly the call ’'m talking about. The one to your mom, or your dad, or your
brother, or the friend from college. The one you meant to make on Sunday. Then meant to
make Monday. Then Tuesday. Then “this week.” Then “this month.” The one that by now
has a little halo of guilt around it every time it comes up in your head, and by now the halo is

so familiar that you don’t even flinch at it anymore, you just let it float by.

Here is what you tell yourself: I haven’t done anything wrong. I love them. I'll call them
soon. This isn’t a big deal. It’s just a phone call.

Here is what is actually happening: every week you don’t make that call, you are running a
very clean rep in a stat called comfort over connection. You are training the circuit that says
when the choice is between my ease and my love for this person, my ease wins, and I can talk
myself out of feeling bad about it by saying “soon.” Your brain is getting better at that cir-
cuit. You are getting better at that circuit. The person you are becoming is the person who

runs that circuit.

And — this is the part I really want you to feel — they can tell. Not from any specific missed
call. From the pattern. From the slow, gradual, un-nameable sense that something changed.
That person on the other end of the call you didn’t make is also running a counter, and their

counter is clicking too, and the stat it is grinding is something like expecting less.
Two counters. Both moving. From a single “nothing.”

That is the Neutral Fallacy in one sentence:
there is no such thing as a one-player non-move. Every time you choose not-to-do, some-

body else’s counter is ticking too.

Here is the mechanic under the hood, very briefly, and then we’ll do the homework.

Your brain is a prediction machine running on an energy budget. Every second of every day,
it is asking whart should I keep and what should I cur. Circuits that get used get reinforced —
myelinated, strengthened, the whole thing. Circuits that don’t get used get pruned, because
the brain is (and I mean this literally) the most energy-expensive organ in your body and it
cannot afford to maintain things you are not using. This is why the musician who stops
practicing for a year loses a real, measurable amount of skill. Why the language you studied
in high school is gone. Why the version of you who used to run five miles without thinking
about it is gone. Why the version of you who used to sit down and read a book for three

hours without checking your phone is gone.
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Those versions of you did not evaporate. They were pruned. Actively. By a system that was
always running, based on inputs you gave it every day — including on the days you thought

you weren’t doing anything.

And here is the cruel kicker: the system also rewards you for pruning. Every skipped workout
makes the next skip feel more normal, because the this is what we do now circuit just got a
rep. Every uncalled mom makes the next uncalled mom feel smaller, because the guilt circuit
is itself a muscle that can atrophy — and a guilt muscle that isn’t getting used is one the gar-

dener will happily prune for you.

You do not get a day off. You do not get a pause. You do not get a neutral. You are always in-
putting something, and the system is always counting, and the circuits that are not getting

watered are being actively removed.

This is, in the strictest sense, why winners win. Not because they grind harder. Because they
know the counter is always on and they choose which circuit gets the water. Everybody else

is also choosing — they just aren’t aware they’re choosing.

Do you feel the stakes of this yet? Because I really need you to feel the stakes of this before we

move on.

So here is the homework for this chapter. One thing again. I’'m going to protect your atten-

tion like a hawk in this book.
I want you to do something I call the Inversion Drill.

Pick one goal you currently have. Any goal. I want to get in shape. I want to write a book. 1
want to be more patient with my kid. I want to start calling my mom every week. Pick

whichever one is bugging you the most right now. Just one.
Now, rewrite the goal in the present tense, as the anti-version. Like this:

e “Twant to getin shape.” = “I am currently training myself to not get in shape.”
e “Twant to write a book.” = “I am currently training myself to not write a book.”

e “I'want to be more patient with my kid.” = “I am currently training myself to lose my

patience faster.”

o “Twant to call my mom every week.” = “I am currently training myself to not call my

mom.”

Write it down. In your own handwriting, on the same sticky note from Chapter 1 if you still

have it, or a new one. Put it somewhere you’ll see it.
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And then — and this is the part that matters — I want you to say the anti-version out Joud.
Once. Alone, in your car or your bathroom or wherever you have ten seconds of privacy. Say
it to yourself in the second person. “You are currently training yourself to not write your

book.”
Some part of you is going to flinch when you say it.
Good.

That flinch is your counter finally making a sound you can hear. That flinch is the Neutral

Fallacy cracking open a little bit. That flinch is information.

You don’t have to fix the anti-goal yet. You don’t have to do anything about it yet. That is
coming. All you have to do today is hear it out loud, so that from now on you cannot unhear

1t.

Chapter 1 taught you that the counter exists. Chapter 2 is teaching you that the counter nev-
er, ever stops — not when you’re trying, not when you’re resting, not when you’re pretend-
ing nothing is happening, not when you’re asleep, not when you’re on vacation, not when

you tell yourself this one doesn’t count. It all counts. All of it. Every single second.

In Chapter 3, we are finally going to sit down and look at the character sheet together. Your
actual one. The one you’ve been building your whole life without knowing it. I've been

promising it for two chapters now. It is time.

Bring the sticky note.
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Chapter 3 — Shadow Stats: The
Character Sheet You Never Asked For

I sat down at my kitchen table last Tuesday night with a blank piece of paper and a pen. No
laptop. No phone. Just paper.

I wrote at the top of the page, in all caps: MY STATS.
And then I sat there for about eleven minutes.

I want you to know that. I want you to know what this chapter is actually going to cost you.
I wrote two chapters leading up to this one, and I promised you — twice — that we were go-
ing to sit down together and look at the character sheet you have been building your whole
life. I am going to keep that promise. But I want you to go in with your eyes open, because

sitting down with that blank piece of paper is harder than it sounds.
Eleven minutes.

That is how long I sat there, pen in hand, my stupid “MY STATS” headline staring back at
me, before I could write the first honest line. And the first honest line — I am going to tell

you this, and I want you to not look away — the first honest line I wrote was:

Checking my phone while my wife is talking to me: +%

I actually wrote the infinity sign. Because when I thought about the last seven days with any
honesty at all, I couldn’t count. Not because I was avoiding counting. Because the number

was genuinely higher than I was willing to quantify.

And the second I wrote it, I stopped being a person who was writing a book about this con-
cept, and I started being a person who was having the concept done ro him, in real time, at

his own kitchen table, in his own handwriting, with nobody there to blame it on.
That is what this chapter is going to do to you, if you let it.

I am going to let it.

For two chapters, I have been talking about the character sheet like it is a metaphor. A clever

framing device. A way to think about the Rep Rule.
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It is not a metaphor.

Your character sheet exists. Right now. In your actual life. It has real numbers on it, based on
real reps from real days, and those numbers are not rounded up to flatter you and they are
not rounded down to punish you. They are just counts. Accurate counts. Of a game you

have been playing your entire life without knowing you were playing it.

The only reason it has felt like a metaphor is that nobody ever sat you down and made you

read it.

This chapter is going to make you read it.

Before we write yours, let me name the two categories of stat on the sheet, because once you
see them you will not be able to unsee them, and everything in the rest of this book hangs on

this distinction.

Chosen Stats are the stats you are leveling on purpose. Things you have decided, out loud
or at least to yourself, that you are trying to get better at. Reading more. Being a better lis-
tener. Gerting to the gym. Saving money. Being patient with the kids. Learning Spanish.
Writing the book. These are the stats on your vision board. The stats in your journal. The

stats you mention when somebody asks you what you’re working on these days.

Shadow Stats are the stats you are leveling withour knowing it. They are not on any vision
board. They are not in any journal. You have never once said them out loud. But you are
grinding them anyway, every single day, with the same ruthless consistency you wish you
could apply to your chosen stats. Scrolling. Apologizing for things that aren’t your fault.
Rehearsing grievances in the shower. Complaining to the same coworker abour the same
thing. Eating at 10 p.m. Checking email first thing in the morning. Interrupting your kid.

Saying yes when you mean no. Saying “I’'m fine” when you are not.

Here is the one sentence from this chapter I want you to memorize, because it is the entire

diagnostic the book is built on:

Your shadow stats are almost always more developed than your chosen

stats, and the gap between them is the work.
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That is it. That is the whole sheet. Two columns. Column A is who you are trying to be.
Column B is who you are actually becoming by default. The gap between those columns is
where your life lives. And everybody has the same gut response the first time they see it laid

out honestly, which is: I did not know it was that wide.
It is always wider than you thought.

Always.

Let me show you what I mean. I am going to write out a version of a sheet that almost any
busy adult could recognize. Don’t try to be insulted by it or defensive about it. Just read it.
Notice what you feel. These are real stats that real people are really grinding, every day, with-

out meaning to.
Here is the Shadow side for a pretty normal person living a pretty normal week:

¢ Doomscroll — +312 (last 7 days, conservative)

¢ Checking phone mid-conversation — +94

¢ Rehearsing an argument that already ended — +28

¢ Reflexive “sorry” — +67

e Saying “I'm fine” when I am not — +14

¢ Opening the fridge with no plan — +21

¢ Complaining about the same coworker to the same person — +9
¢ Tab-hoarding / starting things I won’t finish — +41

¢ Postponing a call I know I should make — +7

¢ Interrupting my kid — +18
And now the Chosen side, for the same seven days:

¢ Deep work (uninterrupted, 60+ min) — +3

¢ Strength training — +2

¢ Real conversation with spouse (no phone) — +1

¢ Reading a book — +1 (kind of; I fell asleep)

¢ Patience with my kid during a hard moment — +4
¢ Learning Spanish — +0

e Writing the book — +0

Now look at the two columns for a second.
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Do not react to any individual line. Just look at the shape.

The shadow column has reps in the hundreds. The chosen column has reps in the single dig-
its. That is not a moral failing. That is not because you are lazy or broken or bad. That is be-
cause the shadow column is being trained by your life as you currently live it — automatical-
ly, by default, with no effort from you. And the chosen column is being trained only in the
narrow slivers of your day when you manage to be intentional, and only if nothing inter-

rupts you, and only if you remember, and only if you feel like it.

Of course the shadow column is winning. It has every structural advantage. Your phone is in
your pocket 18 hours a day. Your gym is in a building you have to drive to. Your fridge is 10
feet from the couch. Your book is on the nightstand. Your Spanish app is four taps deep.
Your running shoes are in a closet. The shadow side is grinding itself for free, 24 hours a day,

while the chosen side is waiting for you to carve out a window.
This is what most people mean when they say I don’t understand why my life isn’t changing.
Your life is changing.

It is changing in exact proportion to the column that is winning.

Okay. Here is the mechanic. How to actually get your own sheet.

You might be tempted, reading the sample above, to just sort of imagine what yours looks
like and move on. Do not do that. The imagined sheet is always a more flattering sheet. The

imagined sheet is a negotiation. We are not here to negotiate. We are here to count.
Here is the method. I call it the Seven-Day Sheet , and it goes like this:

1. Pick seven recent days. Just the last week. Not “a representative week.” Not “next
week, when things calm down.” The last seven days that actually happened. No cherry-
picking.

2. Open your phone’s screen-time report and your calendar at the same time. These
two inputs will show you, with zero room for negotiation, where your time and your
attention actually went. Most people have never looked at these two things side by side

in their lives. It is bracing.
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3. For every 30-minute block of your waking hours, ask one question: what did thar
block rep? Not what you meant to do. Not what you wanted it to be. What did it
actually rep. A 30-minute block of scrolling on the couch is a rep in scroll. A 30-minute
block of snapping at your kid during homework is a rep in impatience. A 30-minute
block of a real conversation with your spouse is a rep in marriage. Be stingy. Be honest.

Be boring. No adjectives.

4. Bucket the reps into skills. Patterns will emerge fast — doomscroll will clump, work
will clump, family will clump. Give each cluster a name. The name matters. Naming is

the whole game here.
5. Sort by rep count, high to low.

6. Draw a line across the page at the top five. Those top five — whatever they are —
are your current build. That is who you are becoming. Not who you want to be. Who

you are becoming.

When you finish, you are going to have two lists. The five stats you are actually grinding the
hardest (your Shadow Build), and the five stats you wish you were grinding the hardest (your
Chosen Build).

Those two lists almost never match.

Mine didn’t.

When I did this exercise honestly, my own top five shadow stats came out looking like this:

1. Checking my phone

2. Tab-hoarding

3. Saying yes to things I should say no to

4. Thinking about working out instead of working out

5. Telling myself I'd “do it tomorrow”
And my top five chosen stats — the ones I thoughtI was working on — looked like this:

1. Getting in shape

2. Writing the book

3. Being fully present with my stepdaughter
4. Reading more

5. Building the business
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Look at those two lists side by side. Look at the specific mismatch. I thought I was working
on getting in shape, and I was actually grinding thinking about working out instead of work-
ing out. Those are not the same skill. Those are not even close to the same skill. One is a stat
called Physical Discipline. The other is a stat called Self-Narration About Physical
Discipline, and it has exactly zero carryover to my actual body. None. A person could grind

that second stat for forty years and still be out of shape.
A lot of people have.

I thought I was working on being present with my stepdaughter. I was actually grinding

checking my phone. Not the same skill. Not even adjacent.

The sheet doesn’t lie. The sheet just shows you what you’re actually building. And when the
sheet and your self-story don’t match, the sheet is the one telling the truth. Your self-story is
the fiction. I know that is uncomfortable. It was uncomfortable for me. I sat at that kitchen
table for a long time with those two lists in front of me, and I felt a kind of tired that was dif-

ferent from physical tired.
It was the tired of finally stopping lying to yourself.

That tired is actually good. That tired is the first honest thing in a long time. Don’t medicate

it. Just sit with it for a minute.

One thing before the homework.

I want you to brace for a specific reaction that almost every reader has when they finish their
first Seven-Day Sheet: this is worse than I thought, therefore I am worse than I thought,
therefore I am bad.

No. Stop. That is not the lesson.

The lesson is that you have been working extremely hard. Your shadow stats are in the hun-
dreds because you have been putting in hundreds of reps at them. That is not laziness. That
is not failure. That is an enormous amount of applied effort, pointed, by default, at skills you
never meant to acquire. The Rep Rule does not distinguish between effort and accident. It
just counts. And the count shows, if nothing else, that you are fully capable of building a
skill up to 300+ reps in a week. Which means you are fully capable of building any skill up to

300+ reps in a week — you just have not been pointing the capability on purpose.

Your character sheet is not the story of how you failed.
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It is the story of how powerful you are when you are not paying attention.

Everything after this chapter is about learning to point that power where you actually want

it to go.

But first you have to see it.

So. Homework. Same rule as Ch 1 and Ch 2. One thing.

This week — ideally in the next 48 hours, before you can find a reason not to —
do the Seven-Day Sheet.

Block 45 minutes. One sitting. No laptop if you can help it — paper, pen, phone only for
the screen-time report. Use the 6-step method above. Do not soften. Do not adjectivize. Do
not turn it into a journaling exercise about your feelings. It is a count. Be an accountant for

one afternoon. The feelings can come after.

When you are done, you will have two columns: your Shadow Build (your top 5 actual
grinds) and your Chosen Build (your top 5 aspirational grinds). Put them side by side on

one page.

That page is the single most important document in your life. It is more useful than any
journal entry you will ever write. It is more useful than any therapist’s note. It is more useful
than any goal list you have ever kept on your phone. Because it is the only document you

own that contains the truth of what you are actually building.

Keep it. Fold it up. Put it somewhere only you will see. We are going to come back to it, sev-

eral times, in the rest of the book.

One more thing before we move on, because this is the chapter where I almost lost a few

people.

When you finish the Seven-Day Sheet, there is a very specific thing that might happen. You
look at the Shadow Build column — the real one, the one you just counted — and it is so
much bigger and so much uglier than the Chosen Build column that your brain does some-
thing unhelpful: it tries to fix everything ar once. Tomorrow morning you’re going to over-
haul your schedule, delete the apps, join the gym, start the conversation, change the diet, and

rebuild yourself from the ground up. You’re going to solve all of it by Thursday.
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You will not solve all of it by Thursday. You will burn out by Wednesday lunch, feel worse
than you did before you read this chapter, and conclude that the system doesn’t work. The

system works. Your Week 1 ambition is the thing that doesn’t work.

Here is the rule: the Seven-Day Sheet is a diagnostic, not a to-do list. You are not sup-
posed to fix everything you found. You are supposed to see everything you found. Seeing is
the rep. Seeing is the stat. The fixing happens one stat at a time, over months, using the tools
in the chapters ahead. If you try to fix it all in Week 1, you are doing the All-or-Nothing

thing we’re going to name in Chapter 7, and it will eat you alive.

So when you look at the sheet and the gap between your shadow build and your chosen
build feels enormous — good. That means the diagnostic is working. Sit with it. Don’t fix it

yet. The rest of the book is the fix. This chapter was just the X-ray.

Chapter 1: the counter exists. Chapter 2: the counter never stops. Chapter 3: here is what

the counter has been counting.

In Chapter 4, we are going to look hard at the ugliest category on your sheet — the one full
of stats you did not just accidentally level, but that you have somehow gotten shockingly
good at. The ones where, if a friend pointed them out, you would laugh and say oh god,

yeah, I'm a world-class expert at that. The ones where, honestly, you are kind of a prodigy.
Those are the anti-skills.
And they deserve a whole chapter of their own.

Bring the sheet.
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Chapter 4 — Getting Better at Worse

I would like to describe something for you, in detail, and I would like you to tell me at the

end whether any of it sounds familiar.

Itis 7:14 p.m. on a Wednesday. I am in the shower. The water is hot, the bathroom is steamy,

and I am, with extraordinary focus and technical precision, winning an argument.
The argument is with my wife.

My wife is not in the shower.

My wife is not in the bathroom.

My wife is, in fact, not even in the house yet. She is about six minutes away, driving home
from the grocery store, listening to a podcast she likes, completely unaware that I am, at this

very moment, thoroughly dismantling her position on a thing she has not said to me.

But in the shower, I am cooking. I have built my case. I have rehearsed the opening. I have
the three killer points, in order, with appropriate pauses for emphasis. I have prepared the
but that’s not actually what I'm saying pivot for when she tries to mischaracterize me. I have
pre-written her eventual concession — not a big one, I don’t want to be greedy, just enough.
I have even, and I am not making this up, rehearsed how calm my voice will sound when I

deliver the final line, because the calm is the whole point.

I finish the shower feeling GREAT. I feel righteous. I feel sharp. I feel like a man who just
won — which, given that the only other participant in the argument is a steam cloud, should
have been my first clue about what kind of winning this was. I towel off, put on sweatpants,

walk downstairs. She walks in the door with the groceries and says —
“Hey, babe, can you help me with the bags?”
And here is what comes out of my mouth, in a tone exactly 4% sharper than it should be:

“Yeah. Fine.”

And she stops. She looks at me. And I can literally see the moment where she is thinking
what did I do — which is an excellent question, because the answer is nothing. She has,
from her actual real-life perspective, done zero things. She hasn’t even taken her shoes off.
She has not yet entered the argument we were just having, because the argument we were just
having did not happen. It happened in my head. In the shower. Against a version of her I

constructed out of spite and steam.
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She is now going to spend the next 20 minutes trying to figure out what is wrong with me. I
am going to spend the next 20 minutes deciding whether to release the argument or pretend
I never had it. The dinner we were going to have is going to be a little weirder than it needed
to be. And it is all — all of it — going to be because of a skill I have spent approximately
thirty years grinding.

The skill does not have a cool name. It does not come with a belt or a certificate. Nobody

gave me a trophy for it.
But I am, I'say this with no false modesty, a world-class expert at it.

And I will bet you any amount of money you’re willing to put up that you are too.

It has a name. Everything in this book has a name by the time we’re done with it. I am going

to call these stats anti-skills, and I’'m going to define them like this:

An anti-skill is a shadow stat you have grinded so hard, over so many years,
with so many reps, that you are now genuinely elite at it. It has no career
benefit. It does not make you happier. It does not make the people who
love you happier. Nobody is going to put it on your tombstone. But you

are, at this specific thing, in the top one percent of human beings alive.

Read that twice. The second half is important. Anti-skills are not “things you are kind of bad

at.” Anti-skills are things you are shockingly, embarrassingly, dispiritingly excellent at.

You know when somebody is a savant at something positive? The chess prodigy who can
play blindfolded against eight opponents at once? The pianist who heard a sonata one time
in 1983 and can still play it from memory? The Scrabble champion who knows every two-

letter word in six languages?
You are that person.

You just cannot tell anyone what you are a savant at, because your particular savantism hap-
pens to be
detecting the specific tone of voice your spouse uses when she’s disappointed in you
but trying not to show it.

You can detect that tone at, like, two milliseconds. Across a room. Over a phone line.
Through a wall. You have inner-ear hardware dedicated to it. An audiologist would be

impressed.

32



This is not a joke. I am deadly serious. The reason that skill is so sharp is that you have been
grinding it, unconsciously, for a long time, with thousands of real reps. The same mecha-
nism that builds the chess savant is building your anti-skill savant. The only difference is that

nobody congratulates you for yours.

Let me read some off the menu.

Here is a partial list of the anti-skills being grinded — elite level — in somebody you know.
Maybe you. Maybe me. Maybe the person next to you on the plane. Read them and notice

which ones make you do the little internal “..0h.”

¢ Noticing the exact moment your partner’s mood turns, within half a second,

without either of you saying a word.

¢ Knowing the specific six-minute window on a weeknight when it’s no longer
“worth” starting the workout, as if you could legally prove it in court.

¢ Rehearsing a conversation you are never going to have, in detail, with dialogue for

both sides, sometimes in multiple drafts.

¢ Re-reading an email from your boss for hidden hostility, finding it, getting upset,
re-reading it and realizing it isn’t there, and then starting the process over forty-five
minutes later.

* Falling asleep on the couch at 10:47 — but then, crucially, not going to bed, because
the specific move of “transferring from couch to bed” has a cost that somehow
outweighs the cost of sleeping badly and waking up at 4 a.m. in your clothes.

¢ Convincing yourself that checking one thing on your phone will take “like,
thirty seconds” — a claim you have now made approximately 40,000 times in your life,

and that has, in the history of your life, never once been true.
¢ Winning arguments with people who are not present. (Hi.)

¢ Converting a minor inconvenience (someone didn’t text you back for six hours) into
a fully-scripted internal narrative of how they feel about you, with backstory,

motivation, and forecasted ending.

¢ Maintaining, indefinitely, a mental list of things your family member has done
that annoyed you, indexed by date, retrievable during arguments with the efficiency of
a librarian.

If you just read that list and thought oh no, that’s specific — yeah.
Welcome to your anti-skill build.

You’re really good.
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Here is the thing I want you to hold, because it changes everything.

Anti-skills are not bugs. They are features — just of a system you didn’t consciously agree to

install.

Your brain, remember, is a pattern machine. It does not distinguish skills I want from skills 1
don’t want. It distinguishes patterns that get reps from patterns that don’t. Every time you
ran the phantom-shower-argument routine, every time you decoded the tone, every time you
ran the skipping-the-gym rationalization sequence, every time you re-read the hostile email
— your brain logged the run, strengthened the circuit, and made the next run a little more

automatic.
You were training.
You are a trained athlete.

You just happen to be an elite athlete at prosecuting imaginary court cases against the people

you love.

The cruelty of this — and this is the thing that makes anti-skills the most interesting catego-
ry on the entire character sheet — is that the more elite your anti-skill, the more it feels like
your personality instead of a trained behavior. You don’t think I have grinded the skill of get-
ting defensive when my wife uses that tone. You think that’s just how I am. You don’t think 1
have grinded the skill of reading the room and preemptively saying yes to things I don’t want
to do. You think I’'m a people pleaser. You don’t think I have trained myself, through about
180,000 reps, to check my phone every time I feel a whisper of boredom. You think I have
ADHD, or my attention span is shot, or everybody does this.

All of those self-descriptions are what a deeply trained anti-skill feels like from the inside.
It feels like identity.

It is not identity.
Itis reps.

And I need you to sit with that, because identity is permanent and reps are not. An identity

you cannot change. A rep count you absolutely can.

Here is the mechanic under the hood, quickly.
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Anything you’ve repped enough times stops being a decision and starts being a reflex —
same way you tie your shoes without thinking, your phantom-shower-argument routine has
crossed the line into something your brain just does. An outside observer can’t even see you

doing it. It looks like nothing. It looks like you in the shower.
It’s not nothing. It is a highly-rehearsed motor program running on elite hardware.

The good news — and there is good news, I promise — is that anti-skills are not permanent.
Nothing in the brain is permanent. The automaticity can be broken, the circuit can be
downgraded, the basement can be cleaned out. We are going to talk about exactly how, start-
ing in Chapter 7 (Respawn). I want you to hold on to that fact, because otherwise this chap-
ter is a little bleak.

But for today, the job is not to fix anything. The job is to see.

So. Mirror time.

Pull out your Seven-Day Sheet from the last chapter. Look at the Shadow side. Specifically,
the stats with the biggest rep counts.

On a fresh page, write this at the top: MY ANTI-SKILL BUILD.

And then I want you to pick the top three anti-skills on your sheet and give each of them a
name. Not a clinical name. Not “I have a problem with my phone.” A name that honors
your expertise. A name like a signature wrestling move. A name that acknowledges that you

are, in fact, really, really good at this.
Mine, from last Tuesday’s pass, were:

1. The Shower Prosecutor — prosecuting arguments against people who are not in the

room.

2. The 47-Tab Cavalry — opening tabs about things I will then not do, at a rate of
roughly 40 per day.

3. The Tomorrow Priest — absolving myself in advance for the thing I am not going to
do today, on the grounds that I will definitely do it tomorrow. (I will not.)

Write yours. Three. Give them names.

And then — this is the move — read the three names out loud. In your own voice. Not sar-
castically. Not self-flagellatingly. Respectfully. Like a scouting report on an opponent you

have to face.
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Iam the Shower Prosecutor. I am the 47-1ab Cavalry. I am the Tomorrow Priest.

Something weird happens when you do that. The skills stop feeling like shameful personal
defects and start feeling like what they actually are: trained behaviors with names, which
means they are, in principle, changeable. You can’t negotiate with a personality flaw. You can

retire a signature move.

That’s the shift. That’s the whole point of this chapter.

Chapter 1: the counter exists. Chapter 2: the counter never stops. Chapter 3: here is what
the counter has been counting. Chapter 4: some of what it is counting, you are world-class
at, and it is time to admit that with a little bit of gallows humor, because the humor is the

only thing that is going to carry you through what we do next.
Because what we do next is hard.

In Chapter 5, we are going to talk about compound interest — the reason a small daily rep,
run for long enough, becomes the single biggest force in your life. We are going to do the
math. We are going to look at what four reps a day for ten years actually builds, and we are

going to look at what four reps a day for ten years actually destroys.

You might want a snack before Chapter S.
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PART II: MECHANICS
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Chapter 5 — XP and Compound
Interest

Put the book down for a second. I need both your hands.

On your left hand, I want you to picture a person — any person — who spends fifteen min-
utes every morning doing one small thing for their health. Doesn’t matter what. Stretching.
Walking. Twenty pushups. A glass of water instead of a soda. Something small. Something

that would take less time than one bad Instagram session.

On your right hand, I want you to picture a different person. Same age. Same starting
point. Same body. Same life. But every night, this person has one extra drink after dinner.
Just one. Not a party. Not a bender. One glass of wine while the dishwasher runs. Something
small. Something that feels like nothing. Something you would absolutely not mention to a

doctor.

Now fast-forward ten years.

Don’t look away. Just sit with the number.
Ten.

Both people kept doing their small thing. The left-hand person did the 15-minute small
thing every morning. The right-hand person did the one extra drink every night. Neither one
ever had a dramatic turning point. Neither one ever had a moment of reckoning. Neither
one ever said “this is the last one” or “this is the first day.” They just kept being who they

were.
At the ten-year mark, those are not the same people.
They were not the same person after year one either. You just couldn’t tell yet.

That is the entire point of this chapter. James Clear wrote about the compound effect of
habits, and he was right — but he told the upside version. This chapter is about both direc-
tions. Because the Rep Rule doesn’t compound only the good reps. It compounds all of
them. Small reps feel like nothing while you’re doing them, and they feel like every-
thing when you look up. In between those two moments — the “feels like nothing” mo-
ment and the “feels like everything” moment — is a decade. And that decade is what this

chapter is about.
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Let me do the math out loud, because I want you to see the numbers.

The left-hand person — fifteen minutes a day of any small healthy thing — has done approx-
imately 912 hours of that thing over ten years.

Nine hundred and twelve hours.

That is not metaphorically but literally more hours of exercise than most adults do in their
entire lives. That is twenty-three full work-weeks of 40 hours each. That is the equivalent of
going to the gym 60 times a week for a whole year and then stopping forever. That is, blunt-

ly, enough cumulative training to fundamentally change what the body is capable of doing.

And the left-hand person never had to “work out.” They just did their fifteen-minute small
thing.

The right-hand person — one extra drink a night — has put approximately
3,650 extra drinks through their liver over those same ten years. Depending on what they
were drinking, that’s somewhere between 4.5 and 6.5 extra gallons of ethanol. That is not a
health decision. It is not a choice. It is not a “phase.” It is a slow, quiet, deliberate re-engi-
neering of what their body is. Their liver at year ten is not the liver they had at year one. It is
a different organ, processing a different baseline, adapted to a different demand. And they
never noticed it happening, because the difference between tonight’s drink and last night’s

drink was zero.
Zero, times 3,650, is not zero.

That’s the whole game.

The principle has a name. I’'m going to call it Compound Interest on Behavior , and it goes
like this:

Every rep is small. Every day’s rep count is close to yesterday’s. The differ-
ence between tonight’s you and tomorrow’s you is basically invisible. Bur
the difference between this year’s you and next year’s you is the result of
365 invisible differences, stacked. And the difference between this decade’s
you and next decade’s you is 3,650 of them. That number has weight. That

number has physics. That number cannot be argued with.
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The cruelty here is the asymmetry between the experience and the outcome. The experience
is: nothing is happening. The outcome is: everything has happened. You cannot feel the in-
terest compounding. You can only feel the balance, ten years later, when you look up and the

balance is a different person.

People talk about compound interest like it’s a money concept. It is not a money concept. It
is a physical law. Money is just the place we noticed it first, because the numbers are easy to
graph. But the same law is running on your body, your skills, your marriage, your vocabu-
lary, your attention span, your tolerance for discomfort, your tolerance for your children,
your tolerance for silence, your tolerance for being alone with your own thoughts. All of
those things are compounding. Right now. Based on today’s reps, which feel like nothing,
stacked on yesterday’s reps, which felt like nothing, which sit on top of the 3,649 days of
reps before that, which also felt like nothing.

Your life is an interest-bearing account that only ever displays the balance, never the state-

ment. And the balance always surprises you.

Let me walk you through three stories, one per domain, so the math stops being a chart and

starts being a person.

Story one: the stat | built in the dark
I have been grinding the same rep, six days a week, for twenty years.

The rep is work. Specifically: open the laptop before the kids are awake, ship something be-
fore the inbox owns the day, stay an extra two hours after dinner because the deal is almost
there, weekend work that I tell myself is a “quick fix” but is actually four hours. Repeat to-
morrow. Skip the workout. Eat at the desk. Sleep five hours, six if it’s a soft day. Wake up. Do

it again.
For twenty years.

If you want the math, here it is. Twelve hours a day, six days a week, for twenty years is
74,880 hours. That is the equivalent of working a normal forty-hour week for thirty-six
years — except I did it in twenty. That is the population-99th-percentile of a stat called
Hustle, and I built it the same way somebody else might build a novel — one twelve-minute

morning at a time, except I never stopped at twelve.
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Here is what those reps gave me. Real money. Companies that shipped. The skill of sitting
down at 6 am. and producing something usable by noon, every morning, regardless of
whether I felt like it. The ability to walk into a room with smart people and not flinch. A ca-
reer most of my friends in their twenties would not have bet on. All of that is real. None of it
is metaphorical. I built it with the reps. Every chapter of this book, including the one you’re

reading, is a downstream artifact of those reps.

Here is what those reps took. I know my Hustle stat to two decimals and I do not, at forty-
two, know what I actually want for dinner. My Health stat is a number my doctor reads bet-
ter than I do. My Relationship stat is a stat my wife knows the true reading of better than I
do. My Self-Knowledge stat is the lowest stat on the sheet, and I cannot tell you the last
twenty years of who I am with any specificity, because I was busy. Busy is not a stat. What
busy got me s a stat, and what it cost me is a stat, and they are different things and they com-
pound at different rates and I was running the math on one of them and not the other for

two full decades.

That is compound interest on behavior, in both directions, in the same person, in real time.
The same 74,880 hours that built one stat also drained three others, and the cruel part is that
I cannot disaggregate them. The Hustle and the cost are the same reps. They came in the

same envelope. I just opened one end of it.

That is the actual shape of compound. The 200-words-a-day novel is the optimistic version
of this story, and you’ve heard that one before. This one — the same reps building the thing
you wanted and the thing you did not want at the same time, with no way to separate them

— is what compound actually does to a person.

I am going to come back to this in Chapter 13, when I tell you what I saw the night I turned

forty.

For now: notice that no version of this story has a turning point in it. There was no morning
I decided to grind. There was no morning I decided to skip the workout. There was, simply,
twenty years of reps, and at the end of it a character I am the only person who can recognize

and the only person responsible for.

Story two: the runner who couldn’'t find his way back

There’s a different guy. Call him Dave. Dave is 38. Dave used to run four miles a day. Not
competitively, just as his thing, his routine, the thing he did. One December, Dave gets sick.
He skips three days. Then he skips a fourth, because three is already the streak-break, so
what’s one more. Then it’s Christmas week. Then it’s the new year, he’ll restart fresh. Then

January is “crazy at work.”
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Somewhere around week eight, Dave goes for a run and cannot finish the first mile.

Somewhere around week twelve, Dave mentions at a party, with a little laugh, that he’s “not

really a runner right now.”

Somewhere around year five, Dave mentions at a party, with no laugh at all, that he’s “nor re-

ally a runner.”

Dave did not quit. Dave did not make a decision. Dave just did not run, on an extending se-
ries of days that added up, invisibly, into an identity. He is now an ex-runner, and he will tell
you that his knees can’t take it anymore, and his knees are fine. His knees are a story he tells
himself so he doesn’t have to look at the 1,800 consecutive days he compounded his way out

of the thing he used to love.

That is also compound interest on behavior.

Story three: the one-drink drinker

I’'m not going to flesh this one out as much, because the numbers already did the work at the
top of the chapter. But I want you to notice something about that story. Nobody ever says
“I'm going to become a heavy drinker.” The heavy drinker always starts the same way: one
glass at dinner becomes two at some point nobody can identify, and then two becomes the
norm at some point definitely nobody can identify, and then the norm becomes the floor,

and the floor eventually becomes a medical event in slow motion.

There was no moment. There was no choice point. There was no line crossed. There were

only reps.

Thousands of them. In the dark. One at a time. Every night.

Here is the mechanic, and this is the sentence I want you to tattoo next to the Rep Rule:

Your body, your brain, and your identity are not computing averages.

They are computing accumulations.

Most people evaluate their life the way they read a stock chart — where am I today relative to
yesterday? That’s the wrong frame. You are not a stock chart. You are a savings account. The
question is not what happened today. The question is what is the balance. And the balance is
not computed from the last 24 hours. The balance is computed from every deposit and with-

drawal since the account opened.

43



This is why people feel stuck even when they are objectively improving. If you compute your
life as an average — today versus yesterday — improvement is imperceptible. Today’s 200
words feel the same as yesterday’s 200 words. Today’s 15-minute walk feels the same as yes-
terday’s 15-minute walk. The daily delta is basically zero. If the daily delta is how you evalu-

ate your life, you are going to give up, because your dashboard is showing you no signal.

But the balance is growing. Silently. Every day. And at some point — and this is the magic
number, so pay attention — at some point around year two, the balance becomes so much
larger than the daily delta that even you can see it. Not your friends. Not your spouse. They
will see it at about month eight. You will see it at year two, because you are inside the ac-

count and you get a worse view of your own balance than anyone else on earth does.

That’s the secret. That’s the thing nobody in the habit-tracker industry will tell you.
You are the last person to notice your own compounding. Everybody around you gets to

see it first. By the time you see it, they have been seeing it for a year and a half.

This applies in the other direction too, and this one is worse. The people around you are also
watching your negative compounding — the drinking, the snapping, the withdrawing, the
slow retreat from things you used to care about. They have been seeing it for about a year
and a half before you do. And when you finally look up and notice “huh, I'm different,”
what you are actually noticing is the moment the delta got big enough to break through
your own denial. The people who love you have been watching it the whole time. They just

didn’t have language for it.

That is why, when your spouse says something like “T feel like I've lost you” — which is the
single most terrifying sentence a spouse can say — your first instinct is to feel it must be un-

fair and sudden.
It is not sudden.

It is a year and a half late.

So, homework. One thing, as always.

Pull out your Seven-Day Sheet one more time. Pick the single stat that scares you most. Just
one. Could be a shadow stat you want to stop grinding. Could be a chosen stat you want to
start grinding. Pick the one where, if it kept compounding at the current rate for ten more

years, you genuinely cannot stand to imagine who you would be.

Write that stat at the top of a blank page.
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Below it, write this number: 3,650.

Then write this sentence: “This is what this stat looks like in ten years at my current rep

rate.”

Then draw a picture of who that person is. Not a literal drawing. A sentence. A paragraph.
A scene. What do they look like? Where do they live? Who is in their life? Who is not? What
can they do that they couldn’t do ten years ago? What can they no longer do?

This is not a journaling exercise. This is the math chapter. You are just running the numbers
forward. You already have the daily rate — it came out of the Seven-Day Sheet. All I am ask-
ing you to do now is multiply. And then look at the product. And then sit with whatever

you feel when you look at it.

Because that person, whoever they are — the 3,650-reps-from-now version of you —
is already most of the way there. If you are somewhere in the middle of your life, you have
already done this math for your first 20 or 30 years without knowing it. The person you are
today is the ten-year-compounded version of the person you were in your twenties, based on
the reps you ran every day without counting them. The person you will be at 50 or 60 or 70

is being built right now, in exactly the same way.
The math does not care whether you look at it. The math is going to do the math anyway.

You might as well look.

Chapters 1 through 4 taught you to see the counter and read the sheet. Chapter 5 is teaching
you that the reading on the sheet compounds — which means today’s reading is the most
powerful number on the page, not because of today, but because of its position in a ten-year

stack.

Chapter 6 is going to get granular and practical: how do you know; in real time, which stat
you are currently grinding? Not at the end of seven days. In the moment. In the 20 seconds
between the cue and the action. The answer involves a technique I call the ten-second rep
audit, which is the single most useful habit I have ever built, which costs you nothing, and

which I'am going to hand you in the next chapter.

Bring the sheet.
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Chapter 6 — The Stat You Don’t Know
You’re Grinding

It is 10:47 p.m. on a Thursday and I am standing in my kitchen in front of the fridge.
I am not hungry.

I want you to notice that I just told you that in a single sentence, because in the actual mo-
ment — the one we’re talking about — I could not have told you that. In the actual mo-
ment, I was standing in front of the fridge, and if you had asked me why are you standing in
front of the fridge, I would have said, with genuine confusion, I think I'm a little hungry.
Which would have been a lie. Not a conscious lie. A deeper kind of lie. A lie my mouth

would have said before I could fact-check it.

This is probably the most common kind of lie a person tells in their own life, and it is the lie

that is going to matter for the rest of this chapter.

My hand is on the fridge door. The fridge has that little resistance at the very start of the pull
— the magnetic seal, the familiar give-before-the-open — that I have felt, conservatively, fif-
teen thousand times in this exact kitchen. I can feel the pull starting to break. The door is
about to swing. The light is about to come on. The tray with the cheese is about to be visible
on the middle shelf. And whatever happens next is going to happen on autopilot, because I

have run this routine so many times that the routine, at this point, runs me.

And then — and I want you to feel this beat, because this beat is the whole chapter — some-

thing weird happens.
I pause.

For about ten seconds. Not a long time. Just ten seconds. My hand is still on the fridge door.
The seal is half-broken. I have not opened it yet, but I have not let go either. And in those
ten seconds, a very small voice in my head says a very small sentence, and that sentence

changes everything.

The sentence is:

What am I about to rep?
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Everything in this book so far has been historical. Chapter 3 was a retrospective — a look at
what you already repped last week. Chapter 5 was a projection — where those reps go in ten

years. This chapter is different.
This chapter is real-time.

Because here is the brutal truth of the Rep Rule, which I did not want to have to tell you un-
til we had built some trust: retrospective awareness is almost useless. It is better than
nothing. It will show you your shape. It will help you write a character sheet. But retrospec-
tive awareness cannot stop the rep you are running right now, because by the time you are
retrospective about it, the rep is already logged. The brain has already counted. The circuit

has already been reinforced. You are looking at the crime scene. The burglar is already gone.

The only awareness that can actually change a stat is the awareness you have

in the ten-second window between the cue and the action.

That window exists. In every habit. Every single one. The anti-skill you are most ashamed of
has, baked into it, a ten-second window where the cue has fired but the action has not yet
completed. That window is, in fact, the only reason anyone ever changes anything. It is
where every single piece of behavior change in your entire life has lived, whether you were
aware of it or not. And most people go their whole lives without deliberately using it, be-

cause nobody ever taught them it was there.

This chapter is going to teach you it is there.

The principle has a name. I call it the Ten-Second Rep Audit, and it is the single most use-
ful habit I have ever built. It goes like this:

Between the cue and the action, there is a window. In that window, ask
one question — out loud if you can manage it: what am I about to rep?
Then, knowing the answer, because you just named it, choose. Ratify the

rep or pass.

That is the whole technique. Three moves. Notice the cue. Name the rep. Choose.
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Most people never do any of the three. Most people are running on automaticity so deep
that the cue, the rep, and the logging all happen in one continuous blur, with no gap any-
where for consciousness to insert itself. You felt the urge. You opened the fridge. You ate the
’t «

cheese. You weren’t “there” for any of it, in any meaningful sense. You showed up after-

wards, in the kitchen, with a plate, and went huh.

The Ten-Second Audit is the move that inserts a wedge of consciousness into that blur. A

small wedge. Ten seconds. That’s it. That’s all you need.

Let me walk you through how it actually feels in practice, because I don’t want this to be

abstract.

Go back to me at the fridge. Hand on the door. Seal half-broken. Cheese on the horizon.

Move one: notice the cue.

This is the part that takes practice. In the early days of building this habit, you won’t notice
the cue until you are already halfway through the action. That is fine. Noticing the cue in
the middle of the action still counts. Eventually, as you get better at it — and you will — you
start to notice the cue earlier. Then you start to notice it at the very beginning. Then, one
day, you notice it before it happens — you feel the pre-cue, the little internal restlessness that
tells you the cue is about to fire. When you get to that level you have built something almost
nobody in the modern world has, which is genuine interoception. We’ll come back to that.

For now, just notice the cue whenever you notice it.

Move two: name the rep.

This is the part where most people flinch, because naming is brutal. In my kitchen that

Thursday night, I said, out loud, to the empty room:
“I’m about to get +1 at eating my feelings.”

I felt stupid saying it. I was alone. The dog looked at me. I said it anyway. Because the specif-
ic, accurate, slightly uncomfortable name is what the whole technique runs on. “I’m about
to snack”is not a name. “I’m about to ruin my diet”is not a name. “I’m abour to ger +1 at
eating my feelings” is a name. It says exactly what skill is about to get a rep. It leaves me

nowhere to hide.
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Names don’t have to be moralistic. Sometimes the rep you are about to run is fine. “I’m
about to get +1 at genuine hunger management at 10 p.m.” is also a name, and if that one is
true, then the fridge is the right move. This is important: the audit is not an anti-snack fil-
ter. It is a truth-telling filter. If the rep you are about to run is the rep you actually want to
run, the audit tells you that too, and you proceed with a clean conscience. The audit is not
here to stop you. The audit is here to stop you from lying to yourself about what you’re

stopping or not stopping.
Move three: choose.

This is the part that feels different from every piece of behavior-change advice you’ve ever
read. Because you are not required to pass. You are required to choose. If the name of the rep
is honest and you want it anyway, run it. With intention. Knowing what you just logged.
That rep counts the same number of points either way, but the self-narrative is completely
different — a rep you chose is an ingredient in a life you’re building, and a rep you stumbled

into is an ingredient in a life that’s happening o you.
Same physical action. Different ownership. The ownership is everything.

In my kitchen, I chose to pass. I closed the fridge without opening it. I drank a glass of water.
I went upstairs. The plate of cheese I was about to eat did not make its way into my body
that night. My brain did not log a rep at eating my feelings. It logged a very different rep,

which I will also name, because it is one of the most important reps in the book:

+1 at using the audit.

The audit itself is a stat.

It compounds too.

Here’s the mechanic under the hood, briefly.

Habits run on autopilot most of the way — but there’s a handoff moment between the cue
firing and the response executing where you can still get a word in, if you’re paying attention.
This is not new. It’s the same move underneath every meditation tradition, every stoic prac-
tice, every CBT worksheet, every twelve-step program: notice the cue, before the response

completes, and insert an act of consciousness.
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The Ten-Second Audit is that same move, stripped of the monastery and the twelve steps
and the therapist, handed to you in a form you can run fifty times a day without telling any-
one. It is free. It has no equipment cost. It works every single time you do it. And it gets
stronger with reps, like anything else — which is the beautiful part, because it means the
technique itself compounds. A person who runs the audit ten times a day for a year has run
it 3,650 times, which is roughly the threshold at which most deep habits achieve

automaticity.

Which means: at some point, the audit becomes automatic. Not the outcome. The audit
itself. You stop having to remember to do it. You just start catching cues. The wedge of con-

sciousness, initially an effort, becomes a reflex.

That is, in my experience, the closest thing to a life cheat code I have ever found.

So. Mirror and move, collapsed into one.

I want you to do this in the next 24 hours, and I want you to do it in a specific way, because
most people read a technique like this, nod, and go home and never use it. Not you. You’re

going to use it. Here is how.

Pick one recurring cue from your life. Just one. Not your whole character sheet. One spe-
cific moment that you know shows up daily. The 5 p.m. fridge-open. The phone unlock
when you pick the phone up. The snooze button. The first sip of wine at dinner. The mo-
ment you walk past the gym on your way to something else. The cue where your kid asks for

something and you feel irritated.
Write that cue on a sticky note — same sticky-note system from Chapter 1, keep it going —
with this specific format:

Cue: [the thing]

Question: What am I about to rep?

Put it where the cue happens. On the fridge. The nightstand. The steering wheel.

For the next 24 hours, when you hit that cue, you have one job. Pause for ten seconds. Ask
the question. Name the rep — out loud, if you can — in the format “I’m abour to ger +1 at
...” And then choose. Ratify or pass. Either answer is allowed. The point is not to pass. The

point is to choose.
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That’s it. One cue. Twenty-four hours.

At the end of the day, the audit count is your win. Not how many you passed on. Not how
many you “fixed.” How many times you ran the audjt. If you ran it eight times and passed on
three of them and ratified five, you are a person who ran the audit eight times. Thatisa +8 in

the single most useful stat in this entire book.

Audit reps are the only reps that teach you to run the audit. You have to grind it like any-

thing else.

Before we move on, I want to make one small promise to you, because I know exactly what

the inside of your head is doing right now.

The first three or four times you try this, it is going to feel stupid. You will say the name out
loud in your kitchen to nobody and feel like a lunatic. You will pause in front of the fridge
and lose your nerve and open it anyway. You will forget to do it for two days and then catch

yourself on the third day and feel like a failure.

That is all fine. That is exactly what learning this feels like. The first ten reps of any skill are
bad. Including this one. Especially this one, because this one is a skill about skills, which

makes it doubly weird. You are not bad at it. You are newatit.

Stay with it. Ten reps. Twenty. By fifty, the audit becomes something you hear in your head
before it becomes something you have to remember to do. By a hundred, it has started to at-

tach itself to cues automatically. By three hundred, you are a different kind of person.

That person is already inside you. You just have to rep them.

Ch 1-4 showed you the counter. Ch 5 showed you the physics of it. Ch 6 handed you the

single best real-time tool for using the counter on purpose.

In Chapter 7 — Respawn — we are finally going to talk about what happens when you
want to break a chain. Not one rep. Not a moment. An entire streak. The smoking streak.
The drinking streak. The rage streak. The avoiding-your-mom streak. The streak you have
been building by default for a very long time, and that you now, finally, want to end.

Respawning is a specific move. It has rules. It has one common mistake almost everybody

makes that undoes the whole thing. We will handle it next.

Bring the sticky note.
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Chapter 7 — Respawn

“The streak is not the point. The return is the point.”

I had 23 days.

Twenty-three straight mornings of the alarm at 5:47, feet on the floor before my brain could
file an appeal, gym bag already packed from the night before because I know myself well
enough not to trust 5:47 me with decisions. Twenty-three days of the little green check in
the app. Twenty-three little hits of T am the kind of guy who does this now.

Day 24, I slept through the alarm.

Not a dramatic failure. No crisis. I just... didn’t get up. Woke up at 7:12 to my kid asking
where her shin guards were, and by the time I'd located the shin guards and made coffee and
half-watched the news, the window was gone. The app didn’t yell at me. It just quietly reset

the little green number to zero.

And here is the part I want you to feel, because this is the whole chapter:
The missed workout didn’t hurt me.

The next three weeks did.

Because once the chain was broken, something in me relaxed in the exact wrong direction.
Well, the streak is dead anyway. Day 25, skipped. Day 26, skipped. By day 30 I wasn’t missing
workouts, I was not a guy who works out again. Three weeks of shadow reps. All of them

kicked off by one missed morning that, by itself, meant absolutely nothing.

That is the trap this chapter is about.

Here’s what I got wrong for most of my life, and what I suspect you’re getting wrong right

now with at least one thing.

I thought the important rep was rep #1 after a break. The return. The big comeback.

Monday. January 1st. “Tomorrow I start again.”

It’s not.
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The important rep is rep #2.

Rep #1 — the comeback — is powered by shame and momentum and the story you’re
telling yourself in the mirror. Rep #1 is easy the way any fresh start is easy. Anyone can do

rep #1. People do rep #1 every January.

Rep #2 is the rep where reality shows up. You’re sore. You’re tired. The novelty is gone. The
app isn’t giving you a new little badge. Now it’s just you, and the thing, and the quiet ques-

tion: are you actually going to do this, or were you just performing a comeback?

This is why most restarts fail. Not because people can’t start. Because they confuse the dra-
ma of the restart with the boring grind of actually doing the thing again. They cash the emo-
tional check from rep #1 and then skip rep #2 because, honestly, rep #2 doesn’t feel like
anything.

The Rep Rule applies to comebacks too. Every time you don’t do rep #2, you’re not stand-
ing still. You’re leveling up the skill of being someone who makes dramatic restarts and then

ghosts. That’s a real build. I know guys who are max-level at it.

Video games figured this out a long time before self-help did.

In a game, when you die, you don’t close the disc and write a 2,000-word reflection on your
identity. You don’t post about how you’re “really going to commit this time.” You don’t
wait until Monday. The screen fades, and you respawn. Usually at the last checkpoint, some-
times at the start of the level, occasionally — if the game is cruel — at the very beginning.
Either way: you’re back in. Controller in hand. Same character. Same build. Fewer lives,

maybe, but the only question the game asks you is do you want to continue, yes or no.
That’s the move.

I call this one Respawn , and it’s the mechanic I wish I'd understood at 25 instead of 42.
Respawn means: the chain is not sacred. The return is.

It means you stop grading yourself on whether you have a clean record and start grading
yourself on how fast you get back in. It means a missed day is not a referendum on your char-

acter. It is a checkpoint. Load the save. Go.
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The elite version of this is not having a 365-day streak. The elite version is: you miss a day
and you respawn inside 24 hours. You miss a week and you respawn that weekend. You fall
off for a year and you respawn this afternoon. The return time is the actual stat. Not the

streak.
If you only remember one sentence from this chapter, make it this one:

The goal is not a perfect chain. The goal is a short lag between falling off and getting
back in.

Here’s the mechanic. It is embarrassingly simple. I have tried to make it more sophisticated

and every version I build is worse.

The Next Rep Rule: when you break a chain, do the next rep sooner than your shame

tells you you’re allowed to.
That’s it.

Your shame has a timeline. Your shame wants you to wait. Your shame wants Monday. Your
shame wants “when things settle down.” Your shame wants the 1st of the month, a clean
slate, a new notebook, a proper ceremony. Your shame is not on your side. Your shame is a

really good salesman for the shadow build.

Because here’s what actually happens in the gap between falling off and “properly
restarting”: you do not sit in neutral. We covered that in Chapter 2 — there is no neutral.
You level up the opposite skill. The skill of not-doing-it. The skill of being-the-kind-of-per-
son-who-used-to. Every day in the gap is a rep at the shadow build.

So the move is: shrink the gap.

Missed a workout? Walk around the block today. Not tomorrow. Today. Ten minutes.

Count it.

Broke a 47-day no-drinking run? Don’t wait for the next Monday. Tonight, drink water with

dinner and go to bed at your old time. Count it.

Blew the budget this month? Don’t wait for next month. This afternoon, pack lunch for to-

morrow. Count it.

Haven’t called your mom in three weeks? Call her right now. Not after this chapter. Now.
The book will still be here. Count it.
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None of those are the “real” rep. The block walk is not the workout. The water is not a
month of sobriety. The packed lunch is not a budget. They are the next rep. They are you,
refusing to spend one more day in the gap. They are the respawn animation — the screen

fading back in, controller in hand.

Rep #2 is what makes rep #1 real. The Next Rep Rule makes sure rep #2 happens before

shame can talk you into waiting for a better restart.

Before I give you homework, I want to name the three traps, because you will step in at least

one of them this week and I want you to have a word for it when you do.

Trap #1: Monday Religion

This is the most popular religion in America and nobody admits to practicing it. Monday
Religion says: the week is the unit. I cannot restart on a Wednesday. The universe requires a
fresh week.

Monday Religion is a scheduling story we tell ourselves to buy six more days of shadow reps
with a clear conscience. If you broke it on Tuesday, the only question is whether you
respawn Tuesday night or Wednesday morning. Monday is not a sacrament. Monday is a

salesman.

Trap #2: The Purity Tax

The Purity Tax says: I already broke it, so the day is ruined, so I might as well go all in. You
had one cookie, so now the sleeve is fair game. You skipped one workout, so the week is a
write-off. You yelled at your kid once this morning, so today is a bad-dad day and you’ll be

better tomorrow.

This one is expensive because the break itself was cheap. One cookie is one cookie. The sleeve
is three hundred extra reps at the shadow build, bought with the logic that the day was al-

ready lost. It wasn’t. It was one cookie. Close the sleeve. Count the close.

Trap #3: The All-or-Nothing God

This one is the sneakiest because it dresses up as high standards. The All-or-Nothing God
says: if I can’t do the full thing, I won’t do anything. A half-workout is worse than no work-

out. A small step is an insult to the goal.
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It sounds like discipline. It is the opposite of discipline. Discipline shows up for the ten-
minute walk. The All-or-Nothing God is waiting for conditions to be perfect so he can do it
right, which is another way of saying he is waiting forever. In the Rep Rule, a half-rep is not
half a rep. It is one full rep at the thing that actually matters, which is being someone who

shows up even when the conditions are garbage.

That’s a stat. Grind it.

Pick one chain you have broken. Not your hardest one. Not the one with the most shame on
it. A medium one. A chain you broke somewhere between a week ago and a year ago and

have been quietly meaning to restart “soon.”

Before the next 24 hours are up, do a respawn rep. A small one. The smallest version that still

honestly counts.
Three rules for it:

1. It has to be small enough that you cannot fail it. If you’re restarting workouts, it’s
not an hour at the gym. It’s ten pushups in the kitchen. If you’re restarting writing, it’s
not a chapter. It’s one sentence. If it’s meditation, it’s sixty seconds with a timer. You are

not trying to make progress today. You are trying to close the gap.

2.1t has to happen before the ceremony. No new app. No new gear. No
announcement. No Monday. The respawn rep comes before you’re allowed to set

anything else up. The setup is what shame uses to stall.

3. You have to name it out loud when you finish. One sentence. “Respawn. Rep one,
back in.” Yes, it feels stupid. The stupidness is the point. You are making the return real

to your own nervous system. Shadow builds love being invisible. Name this one.

Then tomorrow, do rep #2. Same size. Same smallness. Do not scale up until you have five

rep #2s in a row. Rep #2 is the whole game.

Chapter 1 said every action is a rep. Chapter 2 said there is no neutral. Chapters 3 and 4 said
half the reps you’re doing are at stats you didn’t pick. Chapter 5 said those reps compound.
Chapter 6 gave you the Ten-Second Rep Audit so you could at least see what you’re
grinding.

Chapter 7 is the one that saved me, so I want to say it one more time plainly:
you are going to break every streak you care about, eventually. That is not the failure.
The failure is the gap.
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The failure is the week between falling and getting up. The failure is waiting for Monday.
The failure is the All-or-Nothing God telling you a half-rep is beneath you. The failure is
spending 21 days rebuilding an identity after a single missed alarm that meant nothing until

you let it mean something.

Respawn is not a technique. It is a posture. It is the decision, made once, that you are the
kind of person who gets back in fast — and then it is you, over and over, proving that to

yourself with ten pushups in a kitchen at 9 p.m. on a Tuesday when no one is watching.

Nobody is watching. That’s the good news and the bad news. Nobody is watching, so no-
body is going to make you respawn. And nobody is watching, so you can respawn right now

and no one needs to know it was ever broken.

Next chapter, we’re going to talk about a trickier problem: what happens when two of your
builds are fighting each other. The guy who wants to be a great dad and the guy who wants
to be in the best shape of his life are, some nights, the same guy competing for the same nine-
ty minutes. Chapter 8 is about multiclassing, and about the builds that quietly sabotage each

other while you’re busy grinding both.

For now: pick your chain. Shrink the gap. Ten pushups in the kitchen. Name it out loud.

Respawn.

You’re back in.
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Chapter 8 — Multiclassing and
Conflicting Builds

“Some of your builds are not on the same team.”

Strip the RPG paint off this and you get a problem of dominant strategy and opportunity
cost. You have a finite budget — hours, attention, willpower — and several “selves” that all
want to spend it. Every hour you pour into one build is an hour the other builds will never
get. The cost is not what you did. The cost is the build thatr didn’t get the rep. People who
lose at this game lose because they pretend the trade-off isn’t there. People who win at it can

name the trade and make it on purpose.

8:47 p.m. on a Wednesday. My kid is in pajamas, holding a book, sitting on the edge of her

bed with the specific kind of patience kids have when they already know the answer.

In my head, I have ninety minutes. That is the whole budget. After this, I am going to be

asleep in a chair whether I plan to be or not.
Here are my options, and I want you to watch what happens inside me as I name them:

¢ Read to her for twenty minutes, then work out for an hour, then ten minutes of staring

at the ceiling.

e Skip the workout, read for forty-five minutes, then an hour of “me time” that will in

reality be scrolling.

e Skip the reading, tell her to read on her own, get a real workout in, feel like a machine,

feel like garbage.

e Split it. Ten minutes of reading, forty minutes of workout, forty minutes of “I should

do something with this time” that ends at the fridge.

For along time, I called this a time management problem. I thought the solution was a bet-
ter calendar. A better morning routine. A smarter system. If I could just compress the work-
out, or get up earlier, or hire out the other stuff, I could do both. Do all of it. Have

everything.
I was wrong about what kind of problem this was.

This is not a time problem.
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This is a build conflict.

In the old-school RPGs I grew up on, you picked a class at the start. Fighter, mage, cleric,

thief. Pick one. That’s your build. The game made it easy because the game made it simple.

The newer games let you multiclass. Start as a fighter, pick up some cleric levels, dip into
rogue for the lockpicking. Build a character who can do a little of everything. The pitch is se-

ductive: why be one thing when you can be several?

The catch, and every serious player knows this, is that a multiclassed character is almost al-
ways worse at each individual class than a dedicated one. The pure fighter hits harder.
The pure mage casts bigger spells. The multiclass gets to do more things... slightly worse at

each one.

You can multiclass in real life. Most of us do. Husband, father, entrepreneur, friend, athlete,
writer, son, neighbor, coach. We are carrying ten builds around in one body. And most of
the time, that works. Most of the time, the builds don’t actively fight. You can be a decent
dad and a decent husband and reasonably fit without any of them tearing chunks out of the

others.
But sometimes they fight.

And when they fight, a time problem is just the surface. The real problem is that
two of your builds are grinding stats that share a resource pool. Same hours. Same ener-
gy. Same attention. Same version of you. And you can’t grind both at the same time, no mat-

ter how clever your calendar is.

That 90 minutes on a Wednesday night is not a scheduling puzzle. It is a vote. Whichever
build I feed with it levels up. The one I don’t, decays. Chapter 2 was not kidding: there is no

neutral, even between your own goals.

Once I started looking, I could see the conflicts everywhere. And they weren’t all the same
shape. There are two patterns, and knowing which one you’re in tells you what to do about

it.
Pattern #1: Zero-Sum Conflict

This is the honest one. Two builds want the same hour, and there is no clever way to do
both. Work out or read to the kid. Date night or side hustle. Full attention to your marriage

this weekend or full attention to the launch.
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The zero-sum conflict is the one most people try to lie their way out of. They pretend they
can split the hour. They bring the laptop to dinner and call it a date. They half-listen to the
kid while watching film. They do the workout but make it a phone call.

The Rep Rule doesn’t care about your clever split. A distracted dinner levels the distracted
dinner stat, which is its own build, and not one most people would have picked if you'd
shown them the character sheet. A phone-call workout levels the phone-call workout stat,

which is real but smaller than either a real workout or a real phone call.

Zero-sum conflicts are not solved. They are chosen. You pick which build gets the hour, you
count that rep, you accept the other build didn’t get one tonight, and you don’t pretend

otherwise.

Pattern #2: Sabotage Conflict

This one is meaner, and more common than people admit.

Sabotage is when grinding one build actively drains another, in ways that aren’t obvious in
the moment. You grind the entreprencur build at 2 a.m., which is a real rep at en-
trepreneur... and a rep at “absent spouse” whether you wanted it to be or not. You grind
“tough dad who doesn’t coddle” which is a real rep... and a rep at “kid who doesn’t tell me

things anymore” whether you wanted it to be or not.

Sabotage is worse than zero-sum because in zero-sum you at least see what you’re trading. In
sabotage, you think you’re leveling one stat and you’re secretly leveling a hostile one in the

basement.

The tell: when you notice that the harder you grind one build, the worse you get at another
one you weren’t even thinking about. The harder I grind the entrepreneur, the worse I get at
being a decent husband at 11 p.m. — not because I’'m choosing against her, but because the

entrepreneur build is spending the same pool of patience the husband build needs.

An embarrassing amount of my life got better when I learned to tell the difference between

the zero-sum hour and the sabotage hour. Most of my pride was sabotage.

Here is the mechanic. It’s a slower one than the Ten-Second Audit in Chapter 6. This one

takes twenty minutes with a sheet of paper, once. After that, it lives in your head.

Step one: Name your top three builds. Not ten. Three. If you can’t pick three, you have
the first problem already. Most of us have five or six “top” builds which is another way of

saying we don’t have a top anything. Pick three. Out loud. Write them down.
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For me right now it’s: husband, dad, writer. Yours will be different. That’s fine.

Step two: For each pair of builds, ask: zero-sum or sabotage? You will have three pairs
(1v2, 1v3, 2v3). For each one, be honest about which pattern you’re in. It won’t be the same
for every pair. Writer/dad is frequently sabotage for me — the hours I'm spending in my
head writing are hours I am physically present but mentally absent. That’s a sabotage tax I

was not counting.

Step three: For any zero-sum pair, name your primary. Not forever. Just for this season.
Three months, six months, a year. Which build, if it doesn’t level this season, will you actual-

ly regret? Say it out loud. Write that one too.

Step four: For any sabotage pair, name the leak. Where specifically does grinding the one
bleed into the other? Be concrete. “The last thirty minutes of the workday” is better than
“work-life balance.” “Sundays after 4 p.m.” is better than “family time.” Sabotage hides in

vagueness.

That’s it. Four steps, one sheet of paper. This used to be a very hard problem for me and
now it is mostly a decision I already made six months ago and am just re-ratifying when the

90-minute window comes.

The thing nobody tells you, because it sounds harsh, is this:

You cannot be elite at everything at once. You can be elite at one or two builds in any
given season of life, and solid at a few more, and everything else has to be on

maintenance.

I wish that weren’t true. I spent a decade trying to disprove it. I have lost that argument

enough times to stop having it.

This is not a defeat. This is actually the good news, if you can hear it the right way. Because
the flipside is:
when you pick your primary build for a season and commit to it, the other builds
don’t die — they just go on maintenance.

And maintenance is a real, honorable, effective setting. Maintenance is “I am not leveling

this stat right now, I am holding it at its current level, and I’'m okay with that.”
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Maintenance on the fitness build looks like three short workouts a week instead of six long
ones. Maintenance on the friendship build looks like one real phone call 2 month instead of
a weekly poker night. Maintenance on the writing build looks like a hundred words in the

morning instead of two hours at night. It is not glorious. It is not max-level. It is not zero, ei-

ther. And zero is the thing that kills builds.

The people who look like they’re “doing it all” are, almost without exception, running two
builds at max and the rest on intelligent maintenance. The people who are actually doing it

all are doing a worse job at all of it than they think.

The Rep Rule version of this sentence:
every season of your life is a build choice. Pick on purpose, or the shadow builds will

pick for you.

This week, one thing:

Do steps 1 through 3 of the Conflict Audit. On paper. Not in your head. Your head will lie

to you about this. Paper won’t.
Three builds. Three pairs. Name the zero-sum one. Name the primary for this season.

If you can’t bring yourself to name a primary, that’s information. It usually means one of
two things: you genuinely don’t know yet (fine, keep living, check back in 30 days) or you
know and don’t want to say it out loud because the answer will disappoint someone, maybe

including you.
Both are fixable. Pretending there isn’t a conflict is not.

One paper. Three builds. One primary. Then put it somewhere you’ll see it on Wednesday
night at 8:47 p.m., when the 90-minute window opens and a build is about to get a rep

whether you chose it or not.

That closes out Part II. Here’s what you have now, if you’ve been running the exercises:

¢ You know every action is a rep at something (Ch 1).

¢ You know neutral is a lie (Ch 2).

¢ You can see the Shadow Stats you didn’t pick (Ch 3).

¢ You can spot the anti-skills you’re accidentally mastering (Ch 4).

¢ You know the math of compounding small reps over ten years (Ch 5).
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¢ You have a ten-second audit to catch them in real time (Ch 6).
¢ You have a Respawn move for when you break the chains (Ch 7).

¢ You have a Conflict Audit to stop your own builds from sabotaging each other (Ch 8).
That’s the internal game. Solo play. One character, their stats, their choices.

Part III is the part of the book I have been dreading writing, because it is the part where I
have to admit that the whole thing gets harder the moment you introduce other people. Your
kids. Your spouse. Your team. Your parents. Your friends. Every one of them is a character
with their own build, and most of them — without meaning to, sometimes with meaning to

— are stealing your XP, or getting it stolen by you.

Chapter 9 is called “XP Theft,” and it starts with a garbage can I already told you about. But
I was not, in Chapter 1, telling you the worst part of that story. The worst part of that story
is what I was stealing from my stepdaughter by doing her reps for her, for six weeks, while

thinking I was being a good dad.

TI’ll see you in Part IIT.
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PART III: THE PARTY SYSTEM
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Chapter 9 — XP Theft

“The most dangerous thing you can do for someone you love is do their

reps for them.”

There’s a piece of math under this, and it’s uglier than it looks: a zero-sum interaction hiding
inside a relationship that’s supposed to be cooperative. There is a fixed amount of rep in any
given moment of struggle, and exactly one character is going to absorb it. When you take it
from someone you love — out of love, almost always out of love — you didn’t add anything
to the system. You just moved the XP from their sheet to yours. Two people, one rep, zero
net gain. That is a zero-sum game played with the lights off, and it explains an enormous

amount of damage done by extremely well-meaning people.
The garbage can, part two

You met this garbage can in Chapter 1. My stepdaughter’s job: take it out when it’s full.
Simple chore, simple rep. She didn’t do it. Six weeks straight. And for six weeks, I did it my-
self, muttering the whole time about how nobody in this house does anything, which is a

sentence I have said so many times it should be on my headstone.

In Chapter 1, I told you the part that was about me. My shadow stat: getting better at doing

other people’s jobs while resenting them for it. That was real. That mattered.
But there was a second thing happening in that kitchen, and it’s worse.

Every time I grabbed that bag and hauled it out the door, I stole a rep from my stepdaughter.
Not metaphorically. Not in the soft, parenting-book way where “you’re not letting them de-
velop independence.” I mean it in the hard, mechanical way this whole book is built on:
a rep she would have done, I did instead, and the XP went to my character sheet, not

hers.

She didn’t get the rep at noticing something needs to be done. She didn’t get the rep at doing
a thing she doesn’t want to do. She didn’t get the rep at follow-through, at accountability, at

being someone who handles her responsibilities without being reminded twelve times.

I got those reps. I didn’t need them. I've been taking out garbage for thirty years. Those reps

were meaningless to my build. They were everything to hers.

That is XP Theft, and it is the quietest way to love someone into incompetence.
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The mechanic nobody talks about

Every chapter so far has been about your reps. Your stats. Your build. Solo play.

But nobody lives in solo play. You live in a party. You’ve got a spouse, kids, a team, a boss,
friends, parents. Every one of them is a character with their own build, their own stats, their
own shadow sheet. And the moment you put two characters in the same room, a new me-

chanic kicks in that nobody warned you about:
Your reps and their reps share a pool.

When you do something for someone that they could have done for themselves, you get the
XP and they don’t. When someone does something for you that you could have done your-
self, they get the XP and you don’t. The total number of reps stays the same. The question is

just whose character sheet they land on.

This is not a moral judgment. Sometimes XP transfer is exactly right. You should tie a two-
year-old’s shoes. You should help your elderly mom carry the groceries. You should cover for
a teammate who is drowning. Not every rep belongs to the person standing closest to the

task.

But most of the time, in most households and most teams, the transfer is happening on au-
topilot. Nobody decided to steal the XP. Nobody noticed. It just happened because one per-
son was faster, or more competent, or less patient, or more anxious about it being done

right.
That last one is the big one. Write it down.

Most XP Theft is driven by the thief’s anxiety, not the victim’s inability.

The three flavors of XP Theft

I’ve been watching for this since I named it, and it shows up in three shapes. You will recog-

nize all three from your own house or your own office before I finish describing them.
Flavor #1: The Rescue

Your kid is struggling with homework. You watch for four minutes. Five minutes. Six.
They’re getting frustrated. You can see the answer. You reach over and “help,” which is an-
other word for “do the hard part while narrating what you’re doing as if that counts as

teaching.”
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The rep they needed: sitting with frustration until the answer comes. The rep they got:

watching someone else do it. The stat you leveled: rescuer. The stat they leveled: rescued.

The Rescue is the most loving form of XP Theft, which is what makes it the most danger-
ous. It feels like kindness. It is kindness, in the moment. Over six hundred reps, it is a disabil-

ity you built with your own hands.

It’s not just a parent move. It’s the manager who watches a junior fumble through the first
three minutes of a client call and then “jumps in to clarify,” which is another word for taking
the call away from them. The junior gets a rep at being saved on calls. The manager gets a rep
at being indispensable on calls. Six months later, the manager is wondering why the junior

still can’t run a call alone.
Flavor #2: The Redo

Your kid takes out the garbage. But they didn’t tie the bag right, and there’s a drip on the
floor, and they left the new bag bunched up instead of fitting it into the can properly. So you

redo it. You don’t make a scene. You just quietly fix it after they leave the room.

They got the rep at taking out the garbage. You stole the rep at doing it well. Those are dif-
ferent stats. The first one is compliance. The second one is craftsmanship. You just taught
them, without a single word, that compliance is all that’s expected and someone else will

handle the quality.
The Redo is the XP Theft of perfectionists, and I am the world champion at it.

You see this one in marriages all day long — somebody loads the dishwasher, somebody qui-
etly rearranges it after they walk out of the room. We’re going to spend a whole chapter on
that one. For now just notice the move: the rep at doing the thing gets credited; the rep at

doing it the right way gets pickpocketed.
Flavor #3: The Preempt

You see that the garbage is getting full. You know your kid won’t notice for another day. You
know that if you wait, it’ll overflow, and then you’ll have to have the conversation again, and

you’re tired, so you just take it out before it becomes a thing.

They didn’t even get to fail. You stole the rep and the consequence. The Preempt is the most
efficient form of theft because it’s invisible to the victim. They never knew there was a rep
available. It never hit their radar. You intercepted the entire sequence — the noticing, the de-

ciding, the doing, the result — and processed it through your own character sheet.
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The Preempt is how you raise a twenty-five-year-old who genuinely does not see that the
garbage is full. It’s not that they’re lazy. It’s that they have never, not once, had to notice.

You stole the noticing reps for eighteen years. They don’t have the stat.

The Preempt also runs in friendships. You’ve got a buddy who’s about to make a bad call —
bad job ofter, bad relationship, bad business idea — and instead of letting him sit with the
decision and either learn from it or talk himself out of it, you swoop in with the airtight ar-
gument that ends the conversation. He didn’t get the rep at thinking ir through. You got a
rep at being right. Different stats. Same theft.

Three flavors. Rescue, Redo, Preempt. There are two more — call them The Absorb and
The System — bur they belong in their own chapters, because they don’t behave the same

way once you scale them up. We’ll get to them.

The cost

I want to be careful here, because the parenting version of this chapter is the one that will

sting the most and I don’t want to be cruel about it.

If you are a parent who has been doing your kid’s reps for them — and if you have kids, you
are, I promise you are, because I am and every parent I’ve ever met is — the cost is not that
your kid is broken. They’re not. They’re just under-leveled in specific stats. They haven’t had
the reps yet. That’s all.

The cost is time. Every rep you stole is a rep they still need to do. The XP doesn’t transfer
back. You can’t un-rescue them. You can only stop stealing and start creating the space for
them to grind the stat themselves. Which means watching them fail. Which means watching

them do it badly. Which means biting your tongue when the garbage bag drips.
The hardest sentence in this book, for me personally:

Your discomfort while watching someone struggle is not more important than their

need to struggle.

That’s the whole thing. That’s the sentence. Your anxiety about the dripping bag, the wrong
homework answer, the frustrated tears, the awkward conversation — your anxiety is real,

and it is not a valid reason to steal their rep.
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The XP Theft audit
This is a painful one. Do it anyway.

Think about the three people closest to you. Your kid, your spouse, your direct report.

Whoever is in your daily orbit.
For each one, answer two questions:

1. What am I currently doing for them that they could do for themselves? Not
“should” — could. Are they physically, mentally, developmentally capable of this task? If
yes, why am I doing it?

2. What’s my real reason? Not “it’s easier” — that’s the surface. The real reason is usually
one of these: I'm afraid they’ll fail. I'm afraid they’ll do it badly. I don’t want the con-
flict. I can’t stand watching the struggle. I need to feel needed.

Those are all real feelings. None of them are good reasons to steal a rep.

Pick one thing — one — that you are currently doing for someone who could do it them-
selves. This week, stop doing it. Don’t announce a philosophy. Don’t give a speech. Don’t

hand them this book. Just stop doing the thing, and let the space open up.

The garbage will get full. The bag will drip. The homework will be wrong. The email will go

out with a typo.
Let it.

That’s their rep. Give it back.

Callback and where we're going

This chapter is the bridge. Everything before it was solo play — your build, your stats, your
reps. Everything after it is party play — the dynamics that happen when your build intersects

with someone else’s.

Three flavors here. The other two — the marriage one, the org one — are coming, but they

need their own rooms. The mechanic is the same. The damage is shaped differently.

Chapter 10 takes the XP Theft idea and aims it at the place it matters most and hurts worst:
raising kids. Not parenting advice. Not developmental theory. Just the Rep Rule applied to
the eighteen-year leveling window you get with a kid, and the specific ways we rob them

while believing we’re helping.
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Fair warning: Chapter 10 is the chapter I almost didn’t write, because I'm going to have to
tell you what the garbage can cost my stepdaughter, specifically, and I don’t come out of that
story looking like the dad I thought I was.

But that’s a rep, too.
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Chapter 10 — Raising a Character, Not
a Kid

“You don’t get eighteen years to raise a kid. You get eighteen years o level a

character who has to solo the game after you log off.”

The thing | almost didn't write

I told you in the last chapter that I'd tell you what the garbage can cost my stepdaughter. So

here it is.

My stepdaughter is a good kid. Genuinely good. Kind to people, funny in the right ways,
sharp enough that school was never the problem. And by the time she was fifteen, she could

not start a task without being told. Not wouldn’t. Could not. The stat wasn’t there.

I don’t mean she was defiant. Defiance is a stat — it takes reps to build, and at least it means
you’re making decisions. I mean the specific skill of looking ar a situation, identifying what

needs to happen, and starting was under-leveled in a way that scared me once I finally saw it.

The kitchen counter would be covered in dishes. She’d walk past it. Not ignoring it — gen-
uinely not registering it. The dog’s water bowl would be empty. She’d step over it. Her laun-
dry would be in a pile on the floor of her room for a week and she’d dress out of the pile

without it ever crossing her mind that there was a problem to solve.

And I'd get angry. I'd say the things dads say: “How can you not see this?” “What is wrong

with you?” “Do I have to do everything around here?”

Then one night I was lying in bed and the Rep Rule hit me like a truck, because the answer
to “how can you not see this” is:

she never had to see it. I saw it first, every time, for fifteen years.

I preempted. I rescued. I redid. For fifteen years, I intercepted the rep before it reached her
radar, and then I got mad at her for not having the stat I'd been stealing from her since she

was three.

That’s on me. That’s not a parenting philosophy problem or a generational problem or a
screens problem. That’s me, doing her reps, and then being angry that her build looked dif-

ferent from mine.
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The eighteen-year leveling window

Here’s the math, and it’s the kind of math that will either make you sick or make you move.

Depends on how old your kids are.

You get roughly 6,570 days with a kid, from birth to eighteen. That’s it. That is the leveling
window. After that, they’re in the world, running their own build, and the reps they didn’t
get from you are reps they now have to grind alone — at a job, in a relationship, in an apart-

ment with a garbage can that nobody is going to take out for them.

Inside that 6,570 days, every single day has tasks in it. Small ones. Boring ones. The kind of
tasks that adults do on autopilot and never think about: making a bed, pouring cereal, find-
ing shin guards, packing a bag, remembering a jacket, noticing that something is dirty, solv-

ing a small problem without asking for help.

Each one of those tasks is a rep. And in every household, every day, there is an invisible nego-

tiation happening: whose character sheet does this rep land on?

When they’re two, most reps land on yours. That’s correct. A two-year-old cannot take out
the garbage. But somewhere between two and eighteen, every single one of those reps needs
to migrate from your sheet to theirs. Not all at once. Not on a schedule someone can print
out for you. But steadily, consistently, with the understanding that the whole point of this

project is to work yourself out of the job.

Most parents I know, including me, hold on to the reps too long. We tell ourselves stories

about why:
It’s faster if I do it. True. Irrelevant.
They’ll do it wrong. Probably. That’s the rep.

They’re already stressed with school. Maybe. But the world won’t care about their stress level

when they’re twenty-four and can’t cook.

I don’t want to fight abour it. This is the real one. The real reason most of us steal our kids’
reps is that giving the reps back creates conflict, and conflict is uncomfortable, and we are —
if we’re being honest — leveling our own shadow stat of conflict avoidance at the direct ex-

pense of their build.
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The hardest part

There’s one filter that does most of the work, and I’'m going to give it to you in a single sen-
tence O I don’t turn this into a chore chart:
if they are physically and cognitively capable of the rep, it belongs on their sheet. Not
“if they enjoy it.” Not “if they do it to your standard.” Capable. That’s the whole filter. The

rest of this chapter is about what that filter costs you to actually use.
I know what you’re thinking, because I thought it too.

But what about when it matters? What about the test they need to pass, the application that
needs to be right, the game they need to be ready for?

I hear you. And here’s the honest answer: sometimes you should intervene. This is not a
chapter that says never help your kids. That would be stupid, and this book is trying not to
be stupid.

The filter is this: is this a rep they will need again?

If the answer is yes — they will need to pack their own bag again, cook again, handle a con-
flict again, manage a deadline again, recover from a failure again — then it’s their rep, even
when it matters. Especially when it matters. Because the reps that happen when it matters
are the ones that actually level the stat. Low-stakes reps build familiarity. High-stakes reps
build the real thing.

If the answer is genuinely no — this is a one-time, high-stakes, non-repeating event and the
cost of failure is catastrophic and permanent — then okay, step in. But be honest with your-
self about how often that’s actually true. In my experience, parents use “but this one really

matters” to justify stealing about a hundred reps for every one that genuinely qualifies.

The stat your kid is actually grinding
Here’s the part that’s going to sting.

While you are grinding the stat of parent who handles everything, your kid is not standing
still. Chapter 2: there is no neutral. They are grinding something.

Here’s what most over-helped kids are actually leveling:

Learned helplessness. The skill of waiting for rescue. This is a real stat with real reps, and
every time you do the thing for them, they get a rep at it. By fifteen, they’re not lazy. They’re
skilled at waiting. You trained that skill. Rep by rep, day by day, garbage bag by garbage bag.
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Outsourced judgment. The skill of checking with someone else before making a decision.
Not because they’re unsure — because they’ve never had to be sure. The decision-making
muscle never got the reps. So they text you from college asking what to eat for dinner. Not as

ajoke. Because the stat isn’t there.

Anxiety masquerading as incapacity. This is the dark one. When you steal enough prob-
lem-solving reps from a kid, they start to genuinely believe they can’t handle things. Not be-
cause they actually can’t. Because they’ve never had the evidence that they can. Confidence is
not a personality trait. It is a stat built by successfully handling things that were hard. No

reps, no stat.

None of these are permanent. I said it last chapter and I’ll say it again: your kid is not bro-
ken. They are under-leveled. The reps are still available. The window is still open, even if it’s

smaller than it was.

But the window is smaller than it was. That’s the urgency. Every year, the remaining number
of days in the 6,570 goes down, and the reps get harder to give back because the kid is more

set in their build and less willing to accept new grinding.

The conversation

If your kids are old enough to understand this, consider having the conversation. Not the
lecture. Not the “from now on, things are going to be different around here” speech. That’s

a parenting power move and it’ll bounce off them like every other one has.
The conversation.

Sit down. Say something like: “I think I’ve been doing some of your reps for you, and I think
it’s cost you. That’s on me, not on you. Starting this week, I'm going to give some of them
back. You’re going to hate it. Some things are going to go badly for a while. I'm going to let
them go badly, because you need the reps more than I need the comfort of everything being
done right.”

That’s it. No contract. No chore chart. No accountability system. Just the truth, delivered

once, followed by action.

The action is the hard part. The action is watching the dishes pile up for three days and not
touching them. The action is letting them go to school without the jacket and being cold.

The action is letting the B-minus happen because the A was always your stat, not theirs.
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Homework — the rep handback

Pick one rep you are currently doing for your kid (or for anyone you’re “helping” too much

— this works for spouses, employees, and friends, too).
One rep. The smallest one that still matters.

Give it back this week. Don’t explain the philosophy. Don’t reference this book. Don’t make
it a thing. Just stop doing it.

Watch what happens. The gap between “you stopped doing it” and “they started doing it” is
the gap where their stat gets built. That gap will be uncomfortable. It might be ugly. It might

last longer than you want.
Stay in it.

That gap is their leveling window. Do not steal it back.

Where we're going

Chapter 10 was about the vertical relationship — parent and child, where the XP Theft runs

mostly one direction. Chapter 11 is about the horizontal one.

Marriage. Partnership. Two fully-leveled characters trying to build a shared save file while
running two separate builds that sometimes conflict, sometimes compound, and sometimes

sabotage each other in ways neither one can see because they’re too close to the screen.

Chapter 11 is called “Co-op Mode,” and it starts with a fight about a dishwasher that was

not actually about a dishwasher.

77



Chapter 11 — Co-op Mode

“Marriage is two people with separate builds trying to share a save file.

Nobody tells you the builds have to be compatible.”

In game theory, this is a coordination game with imperfect information. Two players. Shared
payoft. No shared playbook. Both of you can play “well” by your own internal scoring and
still produce the worst joint outcome, because you each thought you were playing a different
game. The worst case isn’t that one of you defects. The worst case is that you both play the
right move for the wrong game, in good faith, for thirty years. That’s marriage. Co-op is the
highest-stakes coordination problem most of us will ever play, and almost nobody is taught

the rules.
The dishwasher

Wednesday night. Kids in bed. The kitchen had that particular quiet where the only sounds
are the refrigerator hum and the tick of the house settling, and I was standing at the open
dishwasher with my hands on the bottom rack, rearranging cups my wife had loaded twenty

minutes earlier.

She’d done the dishes after dinner. I'd watched from the other room — watched the way she
placed the cups, the angle of the plates, the coffee mug sitting right-side-up where water

would pool inside it. I didn’t say anything. I never said anything. That was the whole move.

I waited until she went upstairs. Then I walked over, pulled the bottom rack out — that
scraping sound of plastic wheels on metal rails that, in a quiet kitchen, is louder than you'd
think — and started fixing things. I turned three cups upside down. Moved a bowl to the
back where the spray arm hits harder. Angled the coffee mug so it would actually drain.
Maybe five items total. Took about twenty seconds. I was good at this. Fast. Quiet. Ten thou-

sand reps.
I was sliding the rack back in when I heard bare feet on the tile behind me.

She was standing in the kitchen doorway. Arms crossed. She’d come back down for some-
thing — water, her phone, I don’t remember — and caught me with my hands in the dish-

washer and the evidence rearranged.

Three seconds of silence. Felt like thirty.
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Then she said one sentence. Not angry — something worse than angry. Tired. The voice of a
person who has watched you do this exact thing dozens of times and is done pretending not

to notice.
“You know that’s not about the dishes, right?”

I stood there with the dishwasher door still open, steam from the pre-rinse cycle drifting up

between us, and I did not, in fact, know that.

But she was right. It was not about the dishes. It was about the fact that I had just told her,
without using a single word, that her way of doing things was wrong and mine was right.
That her rep didn’t count. That I was going to Redo it — Flavor #2 from last chapter — and
she could either accept the silent correction or start a fight about a dishwasher, and either
way I'd already “won” the cups-facing-the-right-direction game, which is the smallest and

dumbest kind of winning a person can do in their own kitchen.

That’s not a dishwasher problem. That’s a build conflict between two characters who both
have strong opinions about how things should be done and only one dishwasher to do them

in.

Two builds, one save file

Marriage — or any long partnership, I'll say marriage because that’s my version — is the

most complex party mechanic in the game. And nobody gives you the manual.
Here’s why it’s hard, in Rep Rule terms:

You are a fully-leveled character. You have spent twenty, thirty, forty years grinding your
build. You have stats you’re proud of and shadow stats you pretend don’t exist. You have a
way of loading dishwashers that feels like the correct way because you’ve been doing it for

ten thousand reps.

Your spouse is also a fully-leveled character. Different build. Different stats. Different shad-
ow sheet. Different ten thousand reps at loading a dishwasher in a way that feels correct to

them.

Now you share a kitchen.
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Every shared task is a negotiation between two builds that were leveled independently and
are now expected to produce a single output. That’s not a communication problem, which is
what every marriage book will tell you. It’s a build compatibility problem. Two characters
with different stat priorities, different leveling histories, and different definitions of “done”

trying to co-op a dungeon that requires them to agree on which direction to walk.

The four co-op dynamics

I’ve been married long enough to see four patterns. You’re probably in at least two of them

right now.
Dynamic #1: The Silent Redo

This is the dishwasher. One partner does the thing. The other partner quietly redoes it.
Nobody says anything, but both people know what happened. The message, transmitted

perfectly without a single word: your stats are not good enough for this household.

The Silent Redo is XP Theft wearing a tuxedo. It’s polite. It’s efficient. It gets the cups clean.
And it slowly, over years, teaches your partner that their contribution doesn’t count, which
means they stop contributing, which means you do more, which means you resent them for
not helping, which means you do it yourself because “it’s just easier,” which is the exact cycle
from Chapter 9 except now you’re doing it to an adult who can see exactly what’s happening
and can’t say anything because the cups are facing the right direction and that makes you

technically correct, which is the worst kind of correct in a marriage.
Dynamic #2: The Absorb

The Silent Redo is when your partner takes the rep and you steal the quality of it. The
Absorb is the other direction. The Absorb is when your partner steals the rep itself, by tak-
ing over a struggle you actually needed to have — and this is the Absorb flavor I named back

in Chapter 9, except in a marriage it almost never looks like theft. It looks like love.

Picture it. You’re at the kitchen table at eleven at night with the laptop open and four brows-
er tabs of insurance plans you do not understand, and your jaw is tight, and you’re making
the small angry breath sound through your nose that you make when you’re losing to a
spreadsheet. Your spouse walks in, sees the face, and says the kind sentence. “Here, just let

me do it.” And you let them. Of course you let them. You go to bed.

You did not get the rep at learning the thing you were trying to learn. They did. Now they’re
the insurance person. Forever. Because next year when open enrollment comes around,

who’s going to do it? The insurance person. That’s how it works.
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It runs in both directions and it runs all the time. New baby comes home and one of you
takes over the night feeds because the other one “has to work in the morning,” and six
months later only one of you knows how to settle the kid at three a.m. and you both think
that’s just the kid’s preference. It isn’t. It’s reps. The kid has ten thousand reps with one of

you and forty with the other, and now the math is locked in.

Or the hard conversation. The one with the in-laws, the one with the contractor who’s rip-
ping you off, the one with the kid’s teacher. One of you starts the conversation, gets a third
of the way in, starts to wobble — and the other one steps in to “help,” which is another
word for finishing it for them. The starter never got the rep at finishing a hard conversation.
The finisher got another rep at a stat they were already maxed at. Same currency, wrong

sheet.

Here is the part that took me embarrassingly long to learn: the Absorb feels like generosity,
and it is, in the moment. But over years it builds two characters who are each Jess capable
than they would have been alone, in the exact stats they handed off. That is not a partner-

ship. That is a hostage exchange dressed as one.

The fix is the same as the Redo, just pointed at yourself instead of at them: catch the rescue
impulse, sit on your hands, and let your partner finish the thing they started. Even badly.

Even slowly. Even if it costs you the satisfaction of being the one who handles it.
Dynamic #3: The Stat Split
This is the one that looks like teamwork but sometimes isn’t.

Somewhere in the first few years, most couples divide the stats. One person becomes the
money person. One becomes the social calendar person. One cooks, one cleans. One handles
the kids’ logistics, one handles the house. It feels natural. It feels efficient. It is efficiency buy-

ing a long-term problem.

Because ten years into the Stat Split, you have two characters who are each incredible at their
half and helpless at the other half. The money person can’t plan a birthday party. The social
person can’t log into the bank. The cook has never changed a furnace filter. The cleaner

burns rice.

This is fine until one of you gets sick, or travels for a week, or — and I’'m going to say the
thing nobody wants to say — until one of you isn’t there anymore. The Stat Split is a bet
that both characters will always be in the party. It is an incredibly risky bet disguised as a sen-

sible division of labor.

Dynamic #4: The Scoreboard
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The Scoreboard is when both partners are secretly tracking reps, and both believe they’re do-

ing more.

I took out the garbage and I did the dishes. She picked up the kids and she made dinner. I
mowed the lawn. She did the laundry. I worked late to pay for the thing. She managed the
thing I paid for. Neither of us says the score out loud, but we both have it, and when the
fight comes — and it always comes — it’s an accounting argument disguised as an emotional

one.

The Scoreboard is the Rep Rule turned into a weapon. It takes a useful mechanic (tracking
reps) and turns it into a competition between two people who are supposed to be on the
same team. The problem isn’t that someone is keeping score. The problem is that the two

scoreboards are measuring different stats and neither person realizes it.

She counts emotional labor — remembering the teacher’s name, scheduling the dentist, buy-
ing the birthday present, noticing the kid is upset. He counts physical labor — mowing, fix-
ing, building, carrying. Both are real reps. Both are real stats. But they’re being measured on

two different character sheets and compared as if they’re the same currency, and they’re not.

I know this because of a fight we had on a Sunday night that started when I said, “I feel like I
do all the physical stuff around here and nobody notices.” She looked at me for about two
seconds and said: “This week I scheduled the dentist, remembered your mother’s birthday,
noticed our daughter was being left out at recess, and set up a playdate to fix it. But yeah.

You mowed the lawn.”

The fight lasted forty-five minutes. We both had our scorecards out and we were both right.
That’s the Scoreboard — two people proving, with evidence, that they’re each doing more
than the other. Both proofs are valid. Neither proof fixes anything. Because the argument is

never about who did more. It’s about whose reps count.

The move: the co-op conversation

I’m not a marriage counselor. I'm a guy who reloaded a dishwasher and got a sentence that

rewired my brain. So take this for what it is.
The move is the same conversation from last chapter, adjusted for a partner instead of a kid.

Sit down. Say: “What am I redoing? What am I taking over? Where am I telling you that

your way is wrong without saying it?”
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Then shut up. This is the critical part. Shut up and let them answer. The answer will take
longer than you expect and it will include things you did not know you were doing. Some of
them will feel unfair. Sit with that. The Rep Rule doesn’t care about fairness. It cares about

where the XP is landing.
Then ask the flip: “Whar are you doing for me that I should be doing myself?”

This one is harder because it requires admitting that you’ve been the beneficiary of someone
else’s reps. That you’ve been under-leveled in certain stats because your partner was quietly
grinding them for you. The Absorb, from Chapter 9 — it runs in marriages constantly, and

it usually runs in both directions, with different stats.

The goal is not to divide everything 50/50. That’s the Scoreboard trap. The goal is to build a
party where both characters are leveling the stats they need and the shared stats are landing
on the right sheets.

The thing | learned about the dishwasher

I still load the dishwasher my way. She still loads it her way. The cups are sometimes facing
the right direction and sometimes not, and they get clean either way, and the marriage is bet-

ter for it.

That cost me something. It cost me the satisfaction of being right about a small, meaningless
thing. In exchange, I stopped telling my wife, without words, four times a week, that her way

of doing things wasn’t good enough.

That trade — my rightness for her dignity — is the best trade I've ever made. And I only
made it because I finally understood what I was actually leveling every time I rearranged
those cups. I was leveling control. Not cleanliness. Not efficiency. Control. That was my

shadow stat, and it was costing both of us.

Homework — the co-op audit
This week, with your partner (or closest co-op relationship):
Ask one question: “What am I redoing that I don’t need to redo?”

Just one. Don’t do the whole audit. Don’t turn it into a State of the Union. One question.

Listen to the answer. Don’t defend. Don’t explain. Just take it.
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Then pick the one thing they name that costs you the least pride to stop doing. Stop doing
it. That’s your rep this week — not at the task, but at letting go of a stat that’s hurting the

party.

That’s co-op mode. One dishwasher at a time.

Where we're going
Chapter 11 was the two-player version. Chapter 12 is the team version.

Guilds. Workplaces. Friend groups. Any collection of characters who are theoretically on the
same side but are, in practice, running individual builds that may or may not align with the

guild’s actual goals.

Chapter 12 is called “Guilds, Teams, and the Builds Nobody Chose,” and it starts in a con-
ference room where seven people are all getting better at something, and none of them are

getting better at the thing the meeting was called about.
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Chapter 12 — Guilds, Teams, and the
Builds Nobody Chose

“Every meeting is a raid. Most of the party is grinding the wrong stat.”

Game theorists have a name for this and it’s collective action under misaligned incentives. A
guild — a team, a company, a department, a board — only wins if the individual builds line
up with the shared one. They almost never do. Each player is grinding the stat their own
bonus, ego, or fear is paying out on, and the guild objective gets whatever scraps are left after
everybody’s individual game is settled. The textbook calls this mechanism design. In a con-
ference room it looks like seven people performing alignment while quietly playing seven dif-
ferent games. That’s the chapter.

The conference room

Tuesday, 10 a.m. Seven people in a conference room. One agenda. One hour.
Here is what actually happened in that hour, measured in reps:

The VP talked for thirty-one minutes. He got thirty-one minutes of reps at talking in meet-
ings. His stat for that went up. His stat for listening to the people who actually do the work

did not get a single rep.

The two senior people nodded strategically and said things like “that’s a great point” and “I
think we’re aligned.” They got reps at performing agreement. Their stat for having an origi-

nal thought in a room with a VP stayed right where it was.

The one person who had actually done the research and had the answer sat in the corner and
didn’t speak until minute forty-seven, and then said it in two sentences, and then the VP re-
phrased it as his own idea. That person got one rep at saying the thing too quietly, and the
VP got one rep at absorbing credit. Both of those are real stats. Neither of them was on the

agenda.
The project manager took notes. Reps at note-taking. Not reps at managing.

The new hire stared at the table and tried to figure out when it was safe to talk. Reps at being

invisible in rooms that matter.
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The one person on Zoom was on mute with their camera off doing email. Reps at email dur-

ing meetings, which is a real skill, and reps at nor being present, which is also a real skill.

Seven people. One hour. Zero reps at the thing the meeting was supposedly about. Every sin-

gle person in that room got better at something. None of them got better at the right thing.

That’s not a meeting problem. That’s a guild problem.

The guild

In the games, a guild is a group of characters who team up for a shared objective. You form a
raid party. You assign roles. The tank takes the hits, the healer keeps the tank alive, the DPS

does the damage. Everyone knows their job. The boss dies. Loot drops. Next dungeon.

The guild works because the game forces role clarity. You literally cannot heal if you’re a war-
rior. The system won’t let you cast the spell. So nobody gets confused about who’s doing

what.

Real-life guilds — your team at work, your friend group, your church committee, your
neighborhood dad crew — have no such system. The roles are unspoken. The objectives are
vague. The “boss” is usually a quarterly target that half the party doesn’t understand and the
other half doesn’t believe in. And every character in the party is, consciously or not, grinding

their individual build while the guild’s build goes unattended.

The VP is grinding leadership presence, which is a real stat that helps his career. The senior
people are grinding political safety, which is a real stat that protects their position. The quiet
expert is grinding rechnical depth, which is a real stat that nobody in the room will reward.
The new hire is grinding survival, which is the only stat that makes sense when you don’t

know the rules yet.

All rational. All real reps. All completely misaligned with the guild’s actual objective, which

was supposedly to decide something about a product launch.

The builds nobody chose

Here’s the thing about teams that took me twenty years in business to understand:

Most people on a team are not grinding the stat the team needs. They’re grinding the

stat the environment rewards.

Those are almost never the same stat.
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The environment rewards visibility. So people grind visibility: talking in meetings, sending
update emails nobody asked for, being seen at their desk, cc’ing the right people. Visibility is
a stat. A high one, in most companies. It is almost never the stat that makes the product bet-

ter or the customer happier or the problem solved.

The environment rewards consensus. So people grind consensus: agreeing quickly, avoiding
conflict, saying “let’s take this offline” which is corporate for “let’s never talk about this
again.” Consensus is a stat. It keeps teams comfortable. It also keeps teams mediocre, because
the best ideas usually start as disagreements and disagreements are expensive in a consensus

culture.

The environment rewards busyness. So people grind busyness: full calendars, fast email
replies, Slack messages at 11 p.m., the performance of effort. Busyness is a stat. It is not the

same stat as productivity, but in most workplaces it gets the same applause.

Nobody chose these builds. The org chart chose them. The incentive structure chose them.
The culture chose them. The shadow build of the company chose them, the same way your
personal shadow build chose your worst habits — not because anyone decided to, but be-

cause the reps were available and the rewards were immediate.

The System

Back in Chapter 9 I named three flavors of XP Theft — Rescue, Redo, Preempt — and I
told you there were two more that needed their own rooms because they don’t behave the

same way at scale. One was the marriage version. This is the other one.

The System is XP Theft at the institutional level. Nobody steals the reps. The org chart
does. The policy does. The “best practice” does. The reps evaporate into process and no-

body’s character sheet ever gets them.

The shape: a company hires smart people, and then builds approval chains so long that no
one below director level ever gets the rep at making a decision and living with it. A school
teaches to the test so cleanly that no kid ever has to sit with confusion long enough to devel-
op their own thinking. A hospital writes a protocol for everything, which keeps the lawsuits

down and also keeps the nurses from ever exercising the judgment that used to be the entire

job.

Each of those is a Preempt at scale. The system saw the rep coming, intercepted it before it
reached a human, and processed it through a flowchart. The humans on the other side of the
flowchart are not getting better at anything except operating the lowchart. That is a stat. It
is not the stat the org thinks it’s training.
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I have done this. I have built the System. There was a stretch of one of my companies where I
got tired of cleaning up the same five mistakes, so I built a process to prevent the mistakes.
The process worked. The mistakes stopped. And so did the reps that used to come from
making the mistakes and noticing the consequence and adjusting. Two years later I had a
team that ran the process beautifully and could not, when something fell outside the
process, figure out what to do. I had built a guild of process operators. I'd wanted a guild of
thinkers. Different stats. I picked the wrong one and didn’t know I'd picked.

The hard thing about the System is that nobody in it feels the theft. The exec doesn’t feel it
because the metric is green. The manager doesn’t feel it because compliance is up. The work-
er doesn’t feel it because the job got easier — fewer judgment calls, less risk of being wrong.
The cost shows up later, somewhere else, when a thing happens the system didn’t anticipate

and there’s nobody on the floor who has the rep to handle it.

Every approval chain, every “let’s run it by legal,” every sign-off, every dashboard that scores
a stat the work doesn’t actually need — those are XP Theft mechanisms wearing a lanyard.
They are sometimes worth it. Often they are not. The leader’s job, which I'll get to in the
next section, includes asking a question almost nobody asks: which of our processes are qui-
etly stripping reps from the people we hired specifically because we wanted them ro have

those reps?

The guild leader’s real job

If you lead a team — manage people, run a department, captain a project, coach a squad —
then the Rep Rule gives you a job description that is probably different from the one in your

offer letter:

Your job is to make sure the reps your team is doing are the reps the team actually

needs.
That’s it. That is the whole leadership mechanic, and almost nobody does it.
Because doing it means:

You have to know what stats the team needs to level. Not the ones that look good in a deck.
The real ones. The ones that, if they went up, would actually move the scoreboard. For most
teams, this is three stats max. If you can’t name them, your team definitely can’t, and they’re

grinding whatever they can see, which is usually visibility and busyness.
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You have to design the environment so the reps at those stats are available. This is the part
that’s actually hard. It means fewer meetings where the VP talks for thirty-one minutes. It
means creating spaces where the quiet expert can speak in sentence two, not sentence forty-
seven. It means rewarding the person who solved the problem, not the person who presented

the solution.

You have to stop rewarding the wrong stats. This is the part that will lose you popularity.
Because the people who are max-level at visibility have a lot invested in visibility being the
thing that gets rewarded. When you change what gets rewarded, you are threatening their
build. They will not thank you for it. They will call it “a culture problem” or “poor commu-
nication” or “not feeling valued,” and what they mean is: you moved the XP away from the

stat I was grinding.

And you have to model it. You have to grind the stats you’re asking them to grind, in public,
visibly. If you say you value deep work and then schedule eight meetings a day, you are telling

the team which stat actually matters no matter what the poster on the wall says.

The meeting as a raid
Here’s a simple reframe that changed how I run meetings:
Before the meeting, name the stat.

Literally. Before anyone sits down, answer one question: what stat is this meeting supposed
to level? Is it the decision-making stat? Then we need to leave with a decision, which means
someone needs the authority to make one and the rest need to supply the information, and

anyone who doesn’t contribute to either of those things should not be in the room.

Is it the alignment stat? Then we need to leave with everyone understanding the same thing,
which means less talking and more checking: “say back to me what we just agreed on.” If

three people say three different things, the meeting failed, even if it felt productive.

Is it the brainstorming stat? Then we need to leave with ten ideas, which means no evalua-
tion during the meeting, no “yeah but,” no shooting things down, and a hard clock so the

energy stays high.

Most meetings fail because they’re trying to level three different stats at once and leveling
none of them. The meeting becomes a raid with no role assignments — seven characters run-

ning around the dungeon doing whatever they feel like while the boss stands there unkilled.

Name the stat. Assign the roles. Kill the boss. Get out.
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Leave him in (forward to Ch 15)

There’s one specific shape of leadership decision I want to come back to in Chapter 15. It’s
the coach who has to decide, in the middle of a game, whether to pull a rookie quarterback
who just threw two interceptions or leave him in for a third one. It’s the manager standing
over a junior who’s fumbling a live client call, deciding whether to “jump in to clarify” or sit

on her hands and let him finish.

For now, hold the thought: sometimes the leader’s job is to take the blow off someone’s
plate, and sometimes — more often than feels right — it’s to stand close enough to help if
the building actually catches fire, but far enough back that they have to feel the heat. The
heat is the rep. We’ll come back to it when the boss fight in question is the one nobody

chose.

Homework — the guild audit
This one’s for anyone who leads a team, manages people, or runs a meeting:

This  week, before your next meeting, write down one sentence:

the stat this meeting is supposed to level is ____

At the end of the meeting, ask yourself: did it? If seven people spent an hour in a room and
the stat didn’t move, the meeting was a failed raid. Nobody got the XP they came for.

Everyone got XP at something else — probably visibility, consensus, or busyness.

If you’re not a leader, the audit still works. Before your next meeting, write down:
the stat I personally need to level in this meeting is _. Then measure whether you
actually got a rep at it, or whether you spent the hour grinding survival, invisibility, or email-

under-the-table.

One meeting. One stat. One honest assessment.

Callback and where we're going

That closes Part III — the Party System. You’ve now seen the Rep Rule applied to the people
around you: the reps you steal from your kids (Ch 9), the reps you steal from each other in a

marriage (Ch 11), and the reps that evaporate into organizational fog on a team (Ch 12).
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Part IV is the meta-game. We’re going to zoom out from the daily reps and look at the bigger
picture: how to see the whole map instead of just the room you’re standing in, how to tell
the difference between a side quest and the main quest, how to handle the bosses that show
up whether you’re ready or not, and what happens when the game resets and you get to re-

build from the ground up.

Chapter 13 is called “The Minimap,” and it starts with a question I asked myself on my forti-
eth birthday that I should have asked on my twentieth: what am I actually building here?
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PART IV: THE META-GAME
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Chapter 13 — The Minimap

“You can grind for ten years and still not know what you’re building. The

minimap is how you find out.”

Forty

I turned forty on a Tuesday. Nothing dramatic. Cake at the office, dinner with the family,

the quiet dread of a number that starts with four.

But that night, lying in bed, I asked myself a question that I should have asked at twenty and

definitely should have asked at thirty and had somehow never asked once in any serious way:
What am I actually building here?

Not “what do I do for work.” Not “what are my goals.” Not the LinkedIn answer or the
Thanksgiving-dinner answer. The real answer. If I zoomed out and looked at the last twenty
years of reps — all of them, the chosen ones and the shadow ones — what character did they
build? What stats are high? What stats are embarrassingly low? What does the map look like

from above?
I didn’t like what I saw.

I had a very high Hustle stat. Very high. Twenty years of reps, six or seven days a week, grind-
ing output. I was legitimately good at making money, shipping things, and performing pro-

ductivity. Those stats were real.

My Health stat was a disaster. I'd been trading it for Hustle reps for so long that the ex-
change rate didn’t even register anymore. Skip the workout, ship the feature. Skip the sleep,

close the deal. My body was a resource I was spending, not a character I was building.

My Relationship stat was... medium. Not bad enough to be a crisis. Not good enough to be
proud of. The kind of medium that happens when you put a stat on maintenance for a

decade and tell yourself you’ll get to it later.

My Self-Knowledge stat was almost zero. I could tell you everything about the market, the
product, the competition. I could not tell you what I actually wanted, what I was afraid of,

or why I kept grinding a build that was making me successful and miserable at the same time.
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That night was the first time I saw the minimap. Not the room I was standing in. Not the
daily reps. The whole map — the zoomed-out view of the character I'd actually built versus

the character I thought I was building.

They were not the same character.

The room versus the map

Most of this book so far has been about the room. The daily reps. The garbage can, the gym,
the dishwasher, the meeting. Room-level play. You’re standing in a room, there’s a task, it’s a

rep, you choose or it chooses for you.

Room-level play is where the action is. It’s where the reps happen. You cannot build a char-

acter without it.

But room-level play has a fatal flaw:
you can be excellent at room-level play and still build the wrong character. You can take
every room in the dungeon and realize, at the boss door, that you’re in the wrong dungeon
entirely. Local wins do not add up to a chosen build. Sometimes they add up to the

opposite.

The minimap is the view from above. In the games, you hit a button and the camera pulls up
and you can see the whole map — where you’ve been, where you are, where the paths go. It
doesn’t play the game for you. It doesn’t move your character. It just shows you the shape of

what you’re doing so you can decide whether to keep going or change direction.

In real life, nobody hits that button for you. You have to hit it yourself, deliberately, and
most people never do because room-level play is urgent and map-level play is important and

urgent always beats important until you’re forty and lying in bed wondering what you built.

The build review

This is the mechanic, and it’s the most important one in the book. Not because it’s clever.

Because it’s the one that changes direction.

The Ten-Second Rep Audit (Ch 6) catches individual reps in real time. The Conflict Audit
(Ch 8) catches your builds fighting each other. The Build Review catches the big picture:

is the character ’'m building the character I actually want to be?
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Here’s how to do it. Block an hour. Not thirty minutes, not “whenever I get a chance.” An
hour, with a door closed, with paper. Your phone is in another room. This is not optional.

Your phone is in another room.

Step one: list your actual stats. Not your aspirational stats. Your actual stats — the ones
your reps over the last year have built. Be honest. If you worked sixty-hour weeks, your Work
stat is high and something else is low. If you spent every evening on the couch, your Rest stat
might be fine but your Fitness and Connection stats are paying the tax. Write what’s true,

not what you wish were true.

Step two: list the stats you want to be high in five years. Five years, not one. One year is
tactics. Five years is build direction. If you could only have five stats at a high level five years

from now, which five? Write those down.

Step three: compare the lists. Where do they overlap? Those are your aligned grinds —
your current reps are building the future character you want. Keep going. Where do they di-
verge? Those are your misaligned grinds — your current reps are building a character you

don’t want. Those are the ones that need to change.

Step four: for each misaligned stat, name one rep that would start shifting it. Not a
plan. Not a system. One rep. The smallest version that honestly counts. You know this drill
from Chapter 7 — the Respawn rep. Small enough that you cannot fail. Concrete enough

that you’ll know whether you did it.

Step five: schedule the next Build Review. Quarterly. Put it in the calendar now. Not “T’ll
do this every few months.” A date. A time. A closed door. The Build Review is a rep, and if
you don’t schedule it, you won’t do it, and in three months you’ll still be grinding the same

misaligned stats and wondering why the map hasn’t changed.

That’s it. Five steps. One hour. The most honest hour you’ll spend this quarter.

Why nobody does this

I want to be honest about why this is the chapter most people will skip.

The Build Review requires you to look at the gap between who you are and who you want
to be, and that gap hurts. It hurts more than any individual rep, more than any single missed
workout or bad day, because it’s not about one moment. It’s about the pattern. It’s about
looking at five years of evidence and admitting that the pattern built something you didn’t

choose.
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People avoid the minimap for the same reason they avoid stepping on the scale after a bad
month. The number isn’t the problem. Seeing the number is the problem. And the brain,
which is very good at protecting you from discomfort, will offer you a hundred reasons not
to look: I already know what I'd see. It won’t change anything. I'm too busy right now. I'll
do it when things settle down. All of those are the shadow build talking. The shadow build
loves the dark. The minimap is a light.

Here’s what I'll tell you from the other side of doing this: the gap hurts for about twenty
minutes. After that, it’s just information. And information you can act on is better than a

vague dread you can’t name, every single time.

The map is not the territory

One caution: the Build Review is a diagnostic, not a judgment. The fact that your Health
stat is low does not mean you are a failure. It means your reps went somewhere else — maybe

somewhere important, maybe somewhere you chose on purpose for that season.

There is no correct character sheet. There is only your character sheet, and whether it match-
es what you actually want. The question is never “is this build correct” — it’s “is this build
chosen?” A chosen build, even an unusual one, even one other people wouldn’t pick, is a

free build. A shadow build is a prison. The map is what lets you tell the difference.

Homework — your first Build Review
Block one hour this week. Close the door. Do steps one through four.

Do not skip this because you think you already know what you’d find. You don’t. I thought I
knew, and I was wrong about two of my five stats. The ones I was wrong about were the ones

that mattered most.
One hour. Paper. Phone in another room. Be honest. Find the gap. Name one rep.

That’s your minimap. Everything after this chapter assumes you have one.

Where we're going

The minimap shows you the whole map. Chapter 14 shows you what’s on it.

97



Because once you can see the map, you’ll notice something uncomfortable: it’s covered in
quests. Things you’re doing, things you think you should be doing, things other people put
on your map without asking. And most of them — most of them — are side quests dressed

up as main quests, eating your reps and contributing nothing to the build you actually want.

Chapter 14 is called “Side Quests vs. Main Quests,” and it starts with the week I spent build-
ing a spreadsheet that nobody ever opened.
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Chapter 14 — Side Quests vs. Main
Quests

“The most productive week of your life might be the one where you do the

least.”

The spreadsheet
T once spent an entire week building a spreadsheet.

Not a normal spreadsheet. An elaborate spreadsheet. Color-coded tabs. Conditional format-
ting. Dropdown menus that pulled from a hidden reference sheet. Formulas that auto-calcu-
lated projections based on inputs that I was going to fill in “later.” A dashboard tab with
charts that updated in real time. I even formatted the print area, in case someone wanted to
print it, which nobody would, because nobody had asked for this spreadsheet, because this
spreadsheet was a side quest I had invented to avoid doing the thing I was actually supposed

to be doing.

The thing I was supposed to be doing was making five phone calls. Five. Uncomfortable
calls. The kind of calls where someone might say no, or ask a question I didn’t have the an-
swer to, or be annoyed that I was calling. Each call would take maybe ten minutes. Total in-

vestment: under an hour.

Instead, I spent forty hours building a spreadsheet so beautiful that it could have been

framed in a museum for spreadsheets that nobody asked for.

At the end of the week, I had leveled the following stats: spreadsheet design, procrastination
architecture, and the deeply specific skill of building impressive-looking artifacts to avoid

simple scary tasks. That last one is a real stat. I was max-level at it by thirty-five.

The five calls? Didn’t make them. Pushed them to Monday. Monday became “when I have

the data,” which became “after the meeting,” which became never.

That spreadsheet was a side quest. The calls were the main quest. And the side quest felt
more like work than the main quest because it was harder, longer, and more visible. The
main quest was five conversations and a little bit of courage, which is the cheapest resource

in the game and the one we spend the least.
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The quest log problem

In a good RPG, the game marks your quests for you. Main quest: glowing icon on the map,
impossible to miss. Side quests: smaller icons, optional, clearly labeled as secondary. You al-

ways know which is which. The game tells you.
Life does not tell you.

Life hands you a quest log with forty-seven items on it and no labels. Emails, meetings,
projects, errands, ideas, obligations, favors, ambitions, maintenance tasks, and the stuff your
spouse mentioned last Tuesday that you said you’d get to. All of them feel equally urgent be-
cause urgency is a feeling, not a fact. None of them are marked “main” or “side” because

that’s your job and nobody taught you how to do it.

So you do what any reasonable player does when the quest log is overwhelming: you pick the
one that’s easiest to start, or the one that’s most visible, or the one someone is actively asking
about, or the one that lets you feel productive without being uncomfortable. You pick the
spreadsheet. You pick the email cleanup. You pick the reorganization of the folder structure.

You pick the planning of the plan.
All real reps. All real stats. All side quests.

Meanwhile, the main quest — the five calls, the hard conversation, the first draft, the deci-
sion you’ve been postponing, the thing that would actually move your build in the direction
you said you wanted when you did the Build Review in Chapter 13 — sits in the log, un-

done, getting more intimidating every day you don’t touch it.

How to tell the difference

This is simpler than you want it to be. You want a framework. You want a matrix. You want
a system with axes and quadrants. I know this because I wanted that too, and I built several

of them, and they were all elaborate side quests.
Here’s the filter. One question:
If I only did this one thing today and nothing else, would I be satisfied with the day?

If the answer is yes, it’s a main quest. If the answer is no — if you’d feel productive but not

satisfied — it’s a side quest.

The spreadsheet? Productive but not satisfying. Side quest.
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The five calls? Terrifying but satisfying. Main quest.

Cleaning out the inbox? Productive but not satisfying. Side quest.
Writing the first page of the book? Terrifying but satisfying. Main quest.
Rearranging the garage? Productive but not satisfying. Side quest.

Having the conversation with your kid about the thing you’ve been avoiding? Terrifying but

satisfying. Main quest.

See the pattern? Main quests almost always have fear in them. Not danger. Fear. The fear
of being seen, of failing, of finding out the answer is no, of discovering you’re not as good as
you think. Side quests are fear-free, which is why they’re so attractive and why you can do

them all day and feel busy without moving.

The Rep Rule applies: every hour spent on a side quest is a rep at side-questing. It levels the
stat of productive avoidance. And productive avoidance is the most dangerous shadow stat
in the game because it looks exactly like work. It smells like work. It exhausts you like work.

It is not work. It is the thing you do instead of work.

The side quest that fools everyone
The Strategic Pause.

Now is not the right time. The market isn’t ready. The kids are too young. The economy is
bad. T'll start in January. I'll start when things settle down. I'm being strategic about my

timing.

The Strategic Pause is patience’s evil twin. Real patience is waiting for a specific condition to
change and acting the moment it does. The Strategic Pause is waiting for a feeling — the feel-
ing of readiness, the feeling of safety, the feeling of now it’s the right time — that never
comes because it doesn’t exist. Readiness is not a feeling. Readiness is a stat. You build it by

doing the thing before you feel ready.

The main-quest minimum

Here’s the mechanic. It is not sophisticated. I apologize in advance.

Every day, before you do anything else, do one rep at your main quest.
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One. Before the email. Before the Slack messages. Before the meeting prep. Before the er-

rands. Before the spreadsheet. One rep at the thing that actually matters.
If your main quest is writing, write one paragraph before you open the inbox.

If your main quest is the hard conversation, send the text that sets it up before you do any-

thing else this morning.

If your main quest is getting in shape, do ten minutes of movement before you start the

workday.

If your main quest is the business idea, make one call, send one email, build one thing — be-

fore the side quests get a chance to fill the day.

The main-quest minimum is not about productivity. It is about identity. It is about being
the kind of person who does the main quest first, even when it’s small, even when it’s scary,
even when the side quests are louder and shinier and more fun. That is a stat. One of the
most important stats in the game. And the only way to level it is to do the main quest first,

every day, even if the rep is tiny.

The side quests can have the rest of the day. They’ll take it anyway. But they don’t get the

first hour. The first hour is for the main quest, and that is not negotiable.

Homework — name your main quest

Right now. Not after this chapter. Right now.

What is your main quest this season? One sentence. Not three goals. Not a vision board.
One quest. The thing that, if you looked back on this season and hadn’t done it, you'd be

disappointed in yourself.

Write it down.

Now: what side quest has been eating the hours that should belong to it?
Write that down too.

Tomorrow morning, before you open anything, do one rep at the main quest. The smallest
version that counts. One paragraph. One call. One pushup. One sentence in the hard email.

Then let the side quests have the day.

The next morning, do it again.
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That’s the whole system. It is not a system. It is a decision, made daily, that the main quest

goes first. Everything else is side quests wearing costumes.

Where we're going

Chapter 14 was about choosing what to grind. Chapter 15 is about what happens when you

don’t get to choose.

Because sometimes the main quest isn’t the thing you picked. Sometimes the main quest
picks you. A diagnosis. A layoff. A death. A betrayal. A failure so public you can’t pretend it
didn’t happen. The boss showed up, and you weren’t ready, and now you’re in the fight

whether you wanted to be or not.

Chapter 15 is called “Boss Fights,” and it is about the reps you never wanted and the stats
they build that nothing else can.
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Chapter 15 — Boss Fights

“The reps you never wanted build the stats nothing else can.”

In game theory, this is decision-making under irreducible uncertainty with intertemporal
payofts. You cannot know what the right move is until the move is already behind you, and
the payoff isn’t a number on this play — it’s a stat on a sheet you won’t read for ten years.
The cost is immediate. The reward, if it ever shows up, shows up late and quiet. The right
move is almost always the move that loses the visible game and wins the invisible one.
Coaches who understand this build dynasties. Coaches who don’t, build seasons. The rest ot
this chapter is what that looks like from inside the fight, when you are the rookie and there is

no coach on the sideline.
Leave himin

Sunday afternoon. First start for a rookie quarterback. Second quarter. The stadium is loud
in the wrong way — not the roar that lifts you, but the low, restless grumble of sixty thou-

sand people watching a kid drown.

He’s thrown two interceptions. The first one wasn’t terrible — a tipped ball at the line, bad
luck. The second one was terrible. A throw into double coverage with a clean pocket, the
kind of decision that makes the color commentator go quiet for a beat before saying well,
he’ll learn from that one. The defense comes off the field staring at the turf. The offensive co-
ordinator has his headset half-off. The veteran backup is warming up on the sideline, rolling

his shoulder, not making eye contact with anyone.

The coach is standing at the fifty-yard line with a decision to make, and it is not, despite

what it looks like, a football decision.

Option A: pull the kid. Put in the veteran. Stop the bleeding. Win the game, maybe. The
rookie walks to the bench, sits down, puts a towel over his head. He gets zero more reps at
playing through failure in a live game. The veteran gets reps he doesn’t need. The team gets a

short-term win and a long-term problem.

Option B: leave him in.
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Leave him in, and let him throw a third interception. Let the crowd boo louder. Let the de-
fense come off the field again, this time not looking at the turf but looking at him. Let the
kid stand in the huddle with ten guys who don’t trust him and call the next play anyway. Let
his hands shake on the snap. Let the ball come out wobbly. Let the whole stadium see that he
is scared and bad at this and still out there.

That — that specific experience, not the completion he throws on the next drive, not the
touchdown he might score in the fourth quarter — is the rep. The rep is being publicly bad
at the thing you’re supposed to be great at, under maximum pressure, and not leaving. That
rep cannot be simulated in practice. It cannot be taught in a film room. It can only be earned

by living through it, in front of people, with consequences.

The coach who pulls the rookie is not wrong. He might win the game on the scoreboard.
But he stole a rep that the kid needed more than the team needed the scoreline. The kind of
winning that builds a quarterback and the kind of winning that wins a Sunday are not the

same kind of winning. That is a build decision disguised as a game decision.

Now put a twenty-two-year-old pitcher on the mound. Fourth inning. He came in throwing
95 with a sharp slider. Now the slider isn’t sliding. The fastball is catching too much of the
plate. He’s given up a double, a single, and a three-run homer, and the pitching coach is
walking toward the mound, slowly, the way they always walk — slow enough to give the

bullpen time to get warm.

The kid is standing on the rubber. Glove on his hip. Staring at the grass between his feet. His
ears are hot. Sixty feet away, the next batter is digging in. Behind him, the center fielder is ad-
justing his positioning, which the kid can feel without looking, because when your outfield-

ers start playing deeper, your body knows what it means.

The pitching coach arrives. Puts a hand on the kid’s shoulder. Says something into the glove.
And now the manager is making the call from the dugout: leave him in, or send him to the

showers?

Every pitch that kid throws while getting shelled is a rep at composure under fire. Every
pitch the reliever throws after the manager pulls him is a rep at being rescued. Same mo-
ment, two different stats, depending on who stays in and who gets pulled. That’s what I call
a Double-Sided Rep — a single event that levels one stat or its opposite depending on how

you respond to it. The manager thinks he’s managing the game. He’s managing the build.

The principle is called Leave Him In, and it applies far beyond sports.
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The parent watching their kid struggle through an awkward conversation with a teacher —
leave her in. The boss watching a junior employee fumble through a client presentation —
leave him in. The spouse watching their partner make a bad financial decision that isn’t cat-
astrophic — leave them in. The instinct to rescue is real, and loving, and it steals the rep

every single time.

Leaving someone in does not mean abandoning them. It means standing close enough to
help if the building actually catches fire, but far enough away that they have to feel the heat.
The heat is the rep. Without the heat, the stat doesn’t build.

The best coaches — the ones who build dynasties, not just seasons — are the ones who un-
derstand this instinctively: short-term losses for long-term stats. They are willing to lose a
Tuesday game in April so that a kid has the reps to win a Saturday game in October. They

are playing the XP game, not the scoreboard game.

That’s what a boss fight looks like when you’re standing on the sideline. Somebody else’s

fight, your call, and the right move is almost always to stay close and let them feel the heat.

I have watched that call get made. I have also been on the other side of it — in a kitchen, on a
Thursday afternoon, when the boss fight was mine and there was nobody on a sideline to

leave me in or pull me out.

Let me tell you about that one.

The phone call

I was sitting at the kitchen table with my laptop open, half a cold cup of coffee next to my
left hand, re-reading the same email for the third time without absorbing a single word. It
was 2:14 on a Thursday afternoon. I remember because I glanced at the microwave clock at
the exact moment the phone buzzed against the table — that dull vibration against wood
that sounds different when the call is going to change your life, although that’s probably just

something your memory invents afterward.
I picked it up. The screen was warm. My thumb left a smudge across the glass.

It was my accountant. He said my name first. Just my name. And then he paused.
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In that pause, my body figured it out before my brain did. My free hand went flat on the ta-
ble, fingers spread, like I was bracing for turbulence. My jaw clenched. The coffee smell that
had been invisible a second ago was suddenly sharp and sour and everywhere. My brain was
still three seconds behind, still living in the version of Thursday afternoon where everything
was fine, but my chest had already tightened, my breathing had already gone shallow, and my

body had already crossed into the new world where it wasn’t.

The business I had spent years building — the one I had poured every waking hour into, the
one that was supposed to be the proof that I'd figured it out — was done. Not winding
down. Not “going through a rough patch.” Done. The money was gone. The deals had col-
lapsed. The thing I had told everyone about, the thing that was my answer when someone
asked what I did, the thing that was my identity — was standing on nothing and I was the

last one to see it.

I sat at that kitchen table for a long time after the call ended. The coffee got colder. The lap-
top screen went dark. The house was quiet. My wife wasn’t home yet. Nobody was going to
walk in and tell me what to do next. Nobody was going to fix it. The phone just sat there on

the table, screen still warm, with a smudge on the glass shaped like my thumb.

I did not choose this. I did not put “life-altering crisis” on my calendar. I did not grind to-

ward this. There was no quest log entry. There was no warning icon on the minimap.

The boss just showed up.

The fights you don't pick

Every chapter in this book so far has been about choice. Choose your reps. Audit your stats.
Name the shadow build. Pick the main quest. Respawn on purpose. The whole system runs

on the idea that you can see what’s happening and make a decision about it.
Boss fights don’t work that way.

A boss fight is the thing that shows up uninvited and demands every stat you have. A diagno-
sis. A bankruptcy. A betrayal by someone you trusted completely. The death of someone
who was not supposed to die yet. A failure so public and so total that the story you were
telling yourself about your own life stops working, mid-sentence, and there’s nothing to re-

place it with.
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You don’t pick boss fights. You don’t schedule them. You don’t prep for them the way you
prep for the things on your calendar. They show up, and you are either leveled enough to
survive them or you are not, and you find out which one in real time, with no save point and

no respawn.
That sounds terrifying. It is terrifying. I am not going to tell you it isn’t.

But here’s the thing the games taught me that real life confirmed:

boss fights drop loot that nothing else drops.

The stats only boss fights build

There are stats you cannot level any other way. Ive tried. I've looked for shortcuts, for simu-
lations, for ways to build these stats in a controlled environment where the stakes are low

and the consequences are manageable. They don’t exist. Some stats only unlock in the boss

fight.

Resilience. Not the Instagram version where someone posts a sunset and the word
RESILIENCE in a serif font. The real version. The version where you are on the floor and
the floor is the only thing holding you up and you get up anyway, not because you’re brave
but because the alternative is staying on the floor and you’ve been on the floor long enough
to know it doesn’t get more comfortable. That stat — I have been destroyed and I got up —
cannot be earned in a gym or a cold plunge or a hard conversation with your spouse. It is

earned in the boss fight. Nowhere else.

Clarity. When everything is going well, you can carry ten priorities and pretend they’re all
equal. The boss fight strips that. The boss fight reduces your quest log to one or two items,
instantly, with zero negotiation. After the phone call, I stopped caring about the business
metrics, the partnerships, the brand, the inbox. I cared about three things: my wife, my step-
daughter, and whether I could look at myself in the mirror without flinching. The minimap

doesn’t get clearer than this. You didn’t want the clarity. I’s real anyway.

Compassion. The real kind, not the performative kind. Before my boss fight, I understood
other people’s pain the way you understand a country you’ve read about but never visited.
After it, I had the passport. Suffering is a language, and you can’t speak it fluently until
you’ve lived in the country. This is a stat that makes every relationship in your life better, and

there is no way to grind it on purpose. It comes from the fight.
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Identity without the story. This is the big one. Before that phone call, I was the guy who
built the business. That was my story. That was my answer at dinner parties, my identity in
my own head, the stat line I ran in my internal highlight reel. The phone call took the story
away. And I stood in my kitchen and found out something terrifying: I did not know who I
was without it. The identity I had built on top of the achievement was suddenly standing on
nothing. And in that nothing, if you can survive it, you find out who you are without the
story. That is the most expensive stat in the game, and the most valuable, and nobody volun-

teers for it.

The wrong move and the right move

Here is what I did after the phone call, and I will bet you any amount of money it is what

you would do too:
I tried to skip it.

The Monday after, I went back to my desk and opened my laptop and started answering
emails as if the business still existed in the shape it used to. I negotiated with the numbers. I
minimized the damage when I talked to my wife. I told myself it was a rough quarter, not an
ending. I performed normalcy so convincingly that for about two weeks I almost fooled my-
self — which is the most dangerous part, because fooling yourself is a rep, and I was getting
really good at it.

All of those are reps. Chapter 2 hasn’t changed: there is no neutral. Every day you spend try-
ing to skip the boss fight is a day you’re leveling the stat of avoidance under pressure, which
is a real stat and a devastating one because it compounds. You get better at pretending you’re

fine. You get worse at actually being fine.
The right move is simple and almost impossible:
Stay in the fight.

Not “win the fight” the way the cover-photo version of winning would have it. You might
not get the outcome. Some boss fights are not winnable in that sense. Some diagnoses don’t
have good outcomes. Some losses are permanent. The stat doesn’t come from the score-
board. It comes from not leaving the arena — and in this book’s definition, that is exactly

what winning is.
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Stay in the fight means: feel the thing. Don’t numb it. Don’t outrun it. Don’t build a spread-
sheet over it. Sit in the hospital waiting room and let the waiting room be terrible. Look at
the bank balance and let it be real. Hear the words the person said and let them land instead

of constructing a defense before they finish the sentence.

The reps at being in the hard thing while the hard thing is happening are the reps that build

every stat I listed in section 4. Those reps are available nowhere else. The fight is the gym.

Adversity reps

I want to give this a name so you have it when you need it.

Adversity Reps: the reps you accumulate involuntarily by enduring something you did not

choose and cannot control.

Adversity Reps are different from every other rep in this book. Every other rep, you can opt
into. You can choose to take out the garbage. You can choose to do the workout. You can
choose to have the conversation. Adversity Reps show up whether you opted in or not. The

only choice is whether you stay present for them or try to dissociate your way through.

Present adversity reps build the stats from section 4. Dissociated adversity reps build a differ-
ent stat: surviving by leaving. That’s a real stat. It has kept people alive. But it has a cost, and
the cost is that you went through the fight without collecting the loot. You survived the boss
but you didn’t level up. The boss fight was wasted.

I don’t say that to shame anyone. Dissociation is a survival mechanic. Sometimes it’s the only
available move. But if you have the capacity to stay present — to feel the fear, the grief, the
rage, the confusion, the helplessness, while they’re happening — that is the rep. That is the

one that changes your build permanently.

What the fight leaves behind

After my boss fight ended — not the crisis, which lasted months, but the moment I stopped
pretending it wasn’t happening — I sat down and did something I didn’t plan. I wrote a list.
Not a to-do list. Not a recovery plan. A list of what was still true about me now that the

business was gone.

I wrote: I know how to build something from nothing. I've done it before. That was a stat.
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I wrote: I know what a shadow build looks like, because I just lived inside one for two years

without seeing it. That was a stat.
I wrote: I know how to survive something terrible. I just did. That was a stat.

I wrote: I am still here and I still have the people I care about and I am not done. That was a

stat, and it was not a small one.

The boss fight had stripped away everything that was circumstantial — the job title, the rev-
enue, the deals, the identity I wore at conferences. Those were inventory items, not stats.
They came and went. What was left were the stats fused into my nervous system by ten thou-

sand reps. The ones nobody could take.
That list was my starting inventory for what came next. And it was better than I thought.

But the list had a second part — the one nobody talks about. I wrote down the stats I was
not rebuilding. The Workaholism stat. The Performing Success While Dying Inside stat.
The Saying Yes To Everything Because Busy Feels Like Valuable stat. Those belonged to the

person I was before the phone call, and that person’s save file was closed.

Naming what you’re not rebuilding is as important as naming what you are. It’s the differ-

ence between starting over and starting above.

Homework — for when the boss shows up

I can’t give you homework for this chapter the way I gave you homework for the others. I

can’t say “this week, schedule a boss fight.” That’s not how it works.
But I can give you this:

If you are in a boss fight right now — and some of you reading this are — do two things.
First: name the stat. Say it out loud. “This is building my resilience stat.” “This is building
my clarity stat.” “This is building a stat I don’t have a name for yet, but I can feel it getting
built.” The naming tells your brain that this experience is building something, not just de-
stroying something. That reframe — from pure loss to loss plus construction — is the differ-

ence between a boss fight that levels you up and a boss fight that just takes.

Second: when the fight ends — and it will end — do the inventory check from section 7.
Paper. Actual paper. Write down what you’re carrying and what you’re leaving behind.

Don’t wait for a plan. The first rep of what comes next is the one that matters. Press Start.
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And if you are not in a boss fight right now, here’s your homework: keep grinding. Every
stat you build today is a stat that will be available to you when the boss shows up. And the
boss will show up. That’s not pessimism. That’s the game. The question is not whether the

fight is coming. The question is what level you’ll be when it arrives.

Keep grinding. The reps count.

Where we're going

That closes Part IV — the Meta-Game. You’ve zoomed out from the daily reps to see the big
picture: the minimap and whether you’re building the right character (Ch 13), the side
quests stealing your main-quest hours (Ch 14), and the boss fights that build stats nothing

else can and leave you with an inventory better than you think (Ch 15).

Part V is the final section. Three chapters. It’s where the whole book comes together into

something you can actually use on a Monday morning.

Chapter 16 is called “Audit Your Build.” It takes every tool from the book — the Rep Rule,
the Shadow Stats, the Ten-Second Audit, the Conflict Audit, the Build Review, the Main-
Quest Minimum — and puts them into one system. A system that fits on one index card.

Because if it doesn’t fit on one index card, you won’t do it, and we both know that.

Almost there. Three chapters to go.
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PART V: PLAYING ON PURPOSE
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Chapter 16 — Audit Your Build

“Every tool in this book fits on one index card. If it doesn’t fit on one index

card, you won’t do it.”

The index card

I have a drawer in my desk with eleven notebooks in it. Each one was supposed to be “the
system.” Each one has between three and forty pages of entries before it trails off into blank

paper and good intentions.

I have downloaded, configured, and abandoned more productivity apps than I can count. I
have tried morning pages, evening reviews, weekly planners, quarterly OKRs, and one disas-
trous experiment with a color-coded wall calendar that my wife asked me to take down be-

cause it looked like a crime scene investigation board.
All of those systems failed for the same reason: they were too big to sustain.

The system that actually worked — the one I still use, the one this whole book has been
building toward — fits on one index card. Less than five minutes a day. About an hour a

quarter. That’s it.

The card
Here’s what’s on it. Copy this. Actually copy it. Get an index card and write these down.
Daily (60 seconds): The Ten-Second Rep Audit, three times.

¢ Morning: What am I about to grind today?
¢ Midday: What have I actually been grinding?
¢ Night: What did I get better at today?

Daily (5 minutes): The Main-Quest Minimum.
¢ One rep at the main quest before anything else.
Weekly (10 minutes): The Shadow Stat Check.

o What stat did I level this week that I didn’t choose?
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e Where did I steal someone’s reps?

e Where did someone steal mine?
Quarterly (1 hour): The Build Review.

o Actual stats vs. desired stats.
¢ One rep per misaligned stat.

e Schedule the next review.
That’s the whole system. Four rhythms. One card.

Here’s what mine actually looks like. White index card, lined side, blue ballpoint. Across the
top in block letters: THE CARD. Below that, four rows. Each row has the rhythm on the
left and the question on the right, crammed together because index cards are small and my
handwriting is bad. The daily audits are on row one. The main-quest minimum is on row
two. The weekly check is on row three. The quarterly review is on row four. There’s a coffee
ring in the upper right corner from the first morning I used it. The edges are soft from living

in my wallet for three weeks before I moved it to the nightstand.

It is not pretty. It is not laminated. It is not an app. That’s the point. If it were pretty, I'd be

precious about it. It’s a card. It works.

You’ve already met every piece of it. The daily audits are the Ten-Second Rep Audit from
Chapter 6 — morning to name what you’re about to grind, midday to course-correct, night
to name what you actually got better at. The five minutes is the Main-Quest Minimum from
Chapter 14: one rep at the thing that matters before the inbox eats the day. The weekly ten
minutes is the shadow-stat and XP-theft sweep — what leveled that you didn’t choose,
where you stole someone’s reps, where someone stole yours. The quarterly hour is the Build
Review from Chapter 13 — actual stats against desired stats, one rep per gap, schedule the

next one before you stand up.

Mine last quarter, on one page: Desired stats — patience with my stepdaughter, fitness, writ-
ing. Actual — patience slipped in March when work got intense, caught myself stealing her
reps twice; fitness consistent through February, fell off in March, restarted twice; writing hit
most days, missed a full week mid-February. Shadow stats I didn’t choose — doom-scrolling
after 10 p.m., conflict avoidance with one specific colleague. One rep per gap — count to ten
before I speak when I see her struggling; set the fitness floor at two pushups and a walk;
phone charges in the kitchen after 9, starting tonight. Next review, first Sunday in July. One
page. No rubric. Just the honest answer to: is the character I'm building the character 1

want?
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That’s why these four and not others. Habit trackers count streaks; the card counts aware-
ness. Journals take twenty minutes; the card takes sixty seconds. Goals point at next year; the
card points at this morning. Affirmations are stories; reps are load-bearing. Everything that

didn’t make the cut lost to the same constraint: if it doesn’t fit on the card, you won’t do it.

If you forget every story, every metaphor, every vocabulary word in this book and you just do

the card, you will build a different character than the one you’re building now.

The card in practice
Week one: you’re hyper-aware. Every rep lights up. This is the novelty effect and it will fade.

Week three: you’ll miss a day. Maybe two. Respawn. Don’t wait for Monday. Just do the next
audit.

Month two: the questions live in your head. You’ll catch shadow reps in real time. You’ll no-
tice XP Theft as it happens. The system stops being a system and starts being how you see
the world.

Month six: someone will ask you how you changed, and you won’t have a good answer, be-
cause the change happened in ten-second increments over a hundred and eighty days, and no

single moment was dramatic enough to point to.

That’s the compounding from Chapter 5. Slow. Invisible until it isn’t. The card is just the

vehicle.

Homework — make the card

Get an index card. A physical one. Write the four rhythms on it. Put it somewhere you’ll see

it tomorrow morning — nightstand, bathroom mirror, wallet, cabinet over the coffee maker.
Tomorrow, do the morning audit. Then do the Main-Quest Minimum. That’s day one.

Don’t add anything to the card. Don’t customize it. Don’t improve it. The urge to improve
the system before you’ve used the system is its own side quest wearing a lab coat. Use the

card as written for thirty days. After that, you’ve earned the right to modify it. Not before.

It’s not exciting. It works.
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Where we're going
This chapter gave you the system. The next one gives you the decision.

You have the card, the audits, the vocabulary, the mechanics. You can see the reps. You can
name the stats. The question that’s left is the one the whole book has been building toward:

now that you can see all of this, what are you going to build next?

Chapter 17 is the shortest in the book, because the decision it asks you to make is the sim-

plest one — and the hardest.
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Chapter 17 — Pick Your Next Level

“You don’t have to fix everything. You just have to pick one stat.”

The kitchen table, again

It’s 9:47 on a Tuesday and I am sitting at the kitchen table with a blank index card in front

of me, deciding which stat to grind for the next ninety days.

I have a short list. I made it two weeks ago, after my last Build Review, and I have been carry-

ing it around in my head ever since. Three candidates.

Health. Obvious. My body has been sending bills lately for twenty years of trading sleep for
shipping. The ten-pushups rep would be easy. I've done it before. I know the playbook.

Writing. This book. Specifically: the discipline of finishing the next one. There’s a part of

me that wants to put it on the card just so I can call myself a writer and mean it.

Self-Knowledge. The one from Chapter 13. The stat I named that night at forty and have

been very politely avoiding for two years. The one I have been carefully not picking.

I sit there for a long time. The fridge hums. My stepdaughter is asleep upstairs. The card is
blank.

Here’s what I notice: I keep wanting to pick two. Health and Writing. Health and Self-
Knowledge. Some clever combination that lets me feel ambitious without actually picking

the hard one.
The brain knows. The brain always knows. The picking of two is the picking of neither.
I write Self-Knowledge on the card. Block letters. Ballpoint. I underline it twice.

Then, in smaller letters underneath: Tomorrow morning. Ten minutes. Notebook. What am

I afraid of right now?

That’s the rep. Ten minutes. One question. Not therapy. Not a five-year plan. Ten minutes

and a notebook at the same kitchen table I’'m sitting at now.

I tape the card to the inside of the cabinet over the coffee maker, so I'll see it before the inbox

does.
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Then I go to bed.

One stat

We’ve spent sixteen chapters on the system. Vocabulary, mechanics, audits, reviews, a card.
You know more about how your life levels up than 99% of the people you’ll talk to this week.
You can see the reps. You can name the shadow stats. You can spot XP Theft in a conversa-

tion. You can tell a side quest from a main quest at twenty paces.
None of that matters if you don’t do the next thing.

The next thing is not a plan. It’s not a system. It’s not a resolution or a vision board or a five-

year roadmap.
The next thing is one stat.
Pick one stat you want to be higher in ninety days than it is right now.

One. Not three. Not five. Not “my whole life needs an overhaul.” One stat. The stat that, if

it moved and nothing else did, would make you say: yeah, that was a good quarter.

Maybe it’s Health. Maybe it’s Patience. Maybe it’s the Writing stat or the Sales stat or the
Being Present With My Kids stat. Maybe it’s the Saying No stat. Maybe it’s the Asking For
Help stat. Maybe it’s a stat so specific to your life that it doesn’t have a name yet and you

need to invent one.

Pick it. Say it out loud. Write it on the index card from last chapter.

Why one

Because the modern world is a side-quest factory. Every notification is a quest. Every email is
a quest. Every idea you have in the shower is a quest. Every article, every podcast, every con-
versation with someone who’s doing something exciting generates a new quest that feels ur-

gent and important and fades to nothing within a week.

If I tell you to pick three stats, you'll try to level all three, and you’ll spread your reps so thin
that none of them move. You’ll be busy. You’ll feel productive. Ninety days from now, you’ll

be in the same place, wondering why the system didn’t work.

One stat moves. Two stats creep. Three stats stall. That’s the math. I didn’t make it up. I

learned it by trying to move five stats at once for a decade and moving zero.
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One stat. Say it out loud.

The next rep

You have the stat. Now: what is the smallest possible rep you can do at that stat in the next

twenty-four hours?

Not the optimal rep. Not the perfect rep. The smallest rep. The one you cannot fail.
If the stat is Health: ten pushups. Not a gym membership. Ten pushups.

If the stat is Writing: one paragraph. Not a chapter. One paragraph.

If the stat is Connection: one text to one person you’ve been meaning to reach out to. Not a

dinner party. One text.

If the stat is Financial Literacy: open your bank app and look at the number. That’s it. Look

atit. Tomorrow you can make a plan. Today you just look.

If the stat is Courage: say one true thing to one person. Not the hardest truth. The easiest

truth that you’ve still been avoiding.

The next rep is not supposed to be impressive. It is supposed to be done. Done beats impres-

sive every time. Done is a rep. Impressive is a side quest.

The rest

Every other stat in your life goes on maintenance. Chapter 8’s rule. Maintenance is not zero.
Maintenance is the minimum viable effort to keep a stat from decaying. Three workouts in-
stead of six. One date night instead of three. A quick call instead of a long visit. Maintenance
is unglamorous and it is the thing that keeps the rest of your build from collapsing while you

pour your discretionary reps into the one stat you chose.

Do not feel guilty about maintenance. Maintenance is a strategy. Maintenance is you saying:
I know this stat matters and I am choosing not to level it right now because I am leveling

something else on purpose. That is a chosen build. That is the whole point of this book.

The guilt comes from the lie that you should be leveling everything simultaneously. You

can’t. Chapter 8 proved it. The guilt is a side quest. Ignore it.
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The decision
That’s the chapter.
One stat. One rep. Twenty-four hours. Go.

The system works. The vocabulary works. The card works. But none of them work until you
pick the stat and do the rep. Everything before this chapter was preparation. This chapter is

the moment the preparation becomes a decision.
Decide.

Then do the rep.

Then do it again tomorrow.

There are two chapters left. Eighteen is what this looks like from the end — from the last
save point, looking back at the whole game. Nineteen is one last scene in a kitchen you’ve al-

ready met.
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Chapter 18 — The Lifelong Save File

“The game doesn’t end. You just get better at playing it.”

The save file

Someday you’re going to be very old, and you’re going to be sitting somewhere — a porch, a
hospital room, a kitchen table, the passenger seat of a car your kid is driving — and you’re
going to look back at the whole game. Every rep. Every stat. Every shadow build and chosen
build. Every boss fight. Every respawn. Every side quest you mistook for a main quest and

every main quest you almost skipped because it was scary.
You’re going to see the whole save file.

And the question you’ll ask — the only question that matters, the question every chapter of

this book has been trying to prepare you to answer — is:
Did I build this character on purpose?

Not: was the character perfect? Not: did I win the kind of winning you can put on a wall?
The game doesn’t have thar win condition. What it has is a save file — and the save file is the
sum of every rep you ever did, chosen or shadow, conscious or automatic, brave or afraid.
Winning, in this book, is being able to look at the save file and say I chose this. That’s the

win condition. It was there the whole time.

The question is whether you chose. Whether the build was yours.

The two save files

I’ve been around enough people at the end of their game to see two patterns.

The first pattern: the person looks back and sees a character they recognize. Not a perfect
character. Not a character without regrets. But a character whose shape makes sense to
them. They can see the choices. They can see the seasons. They can trace the line from who
they were at twenty to who they were at forty to who they are now, and even when the line
zigs and zags and detours through some ugly territory, they can say: thar was me. I was there.
I chose that, or I chose how to respond to that, and the character I became is a character 1

understand.
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That person has peace. Not happiness, necessarily. Peace. The peace of a build that was au-

thored, even imperfectly.

The second pattern: the person looks back and sees a character they don’t recognize. A char-
acter built by default. By other people’s expectations. By the path of least resistance. By shad-
ow stats that compounded for decades while nobody was watching. They can’t trace the line
because there is no line — just a series of things that happened to them, one after another,

while they were busy reacting.

That person has regret. Not about specific decisions — about the absence of decisions.

About the feeling that the game played them instead of the other way around.

This book is my attempt to make sure you end up in the first pattern. Choosing is harder
than drifting. Seeing the shadow stats is harder than ignoring them. Staying in boss fights is
harder than dissociating through them. Giving your kid’s reps back is harder than doing the

reps yourself.

All of it is harder. All of it leads to the save file you can look at without flinching.

What stays

Let me tell you what I think stays. Not what the research says. Not what the philosophers

say. What I think, from having lived enough of this game to have an opinion.

The stats stay. Not all of them — the circumstantial ones fade. The job title, the bank bal-
ance, the house, the car. Those are inventory items, not stats. They come and go. They get

lost in boss fights and rebuilt in New Game Plus. They are not you.

The stats that stay are the ones built into your nervous system by ten thousand reps: the pa-
tience you built by sitting with your kid when you wanted to be somewhere else, the re-
silience you built by getting off the floor one more time than the floor put you there, the self-

knowledge you built by looking at the minimap when you could have kept your head down.

Those stats stay. Those stats are the save file. Everything else is decoration.

The rep you're doing right now

You’re almost at the end of this book. That’s a rep.
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Reading a book about getting better at life is not a side quest. It’s not avoidance. It is a per-
son — you, specifically, right now — deciding to look at the game instead of just playing it.
Most people play the whole game without ever pulling up the minimap. You pulled it up.

You’re looking at it right now.

That’s a stat. Self-Awareness. Willingness To Look. You just did a rep at it, and it counts.
But here’s the thing — one last time:

The rep you did by reading this book is only worth something if the next rep happens.

The book is not the thing. The book is the pre-game. The thing is tomorrow morning, when
the alarm goes off, and the phone is right there, and the side quests are already lined up, and
the shadow build is ready to take another rep if you’ll let it.

The thing is the ten-second audit at the kitchen counter. The five-minute main quest before

the inbox. The Sunday night check: what shadow stat did I level this week?

The thing is the one stat you picked in Chapter 17 and the one rep you’re going to do at it

tomorrow.

The thing is always, always, always the next rep.
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Chapter 19 — The Garbage Can, One
Last Time

I started this book with a garbage can. Let me end it there.

The garbage can is full again. It’s always full again. That’s the game. The garbage can is never
solved. It’s a rep that comes back, every week, forever. And every time it comes back, some-

body in the house gets the XP.

Last week, my stepdaughter took it out. Without being asked. Without a reminder. Without
the sigh, without the negotiation, without me doing it for her while muttering about no-

body doing anything around here.
She just saw it. Grabbed the bag. Took it out. Came back in. Didn’t say anything.

I didn’t say anything either. I wanted to. I wanted to make a speech. I wanted to say do you
know how long I've been waiting for this? I wanted to explain the whole book to her right

there in the kitchen.

I didn’t. I just watched her grab a new bag and fit it into the can — not perfectly, a little

bunched on one side, the way she does it — and I let it be.
That was her rep. She earned it.

And me not saying anything, me not fixing the bag, me not turning her rep into my mo-

ment? That was my rep. I earned that one too.

Two reps. One garbage can. Two characters leveling up at the same time, in the same kitchen,

without a word.
That’s the game.

You’re already playing it. Every action, every inaction, every rep you took and every rep you
skipped — all of it is on the save file. All of it built the character standing here right now,

reading these last few lines.
You know what happens next. You’ve known it since Chapter 1.
Everybody is always getting better at something.

Make it something you chose.
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