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On sources and influence

This book is, in the older sense of the word, a compilation. The lessons in it were

assembled  over  a  decade  of  practice,  and  plenty  of  them are  refinements  of

thinking that isn’t mine — Deming on systems, and the rest of the shelf credited

in the appendix. Where an idea has an owner, it’s named.

So here is the honest claim, and the honest limit of it.

Ideas are not owned here. Nobody can copyright an idea, including me, and I

wouldn’t want to. What copyright covers — and what is claimed above — is the

selection, arrangement, and expression: which lessons earned a chapter, what

order they go in,  the stories,  the diagrams, and the sentences.  The underlying

thinking belongs to whoever developed it, and to you the moment you use it.

The copyright exists so the license can. I hold it deliberately, and not to lock

anything up — a license is something only an owner can grant. Holding it is what

lets  me  hand  this  to  as  many  people  as  possible  on  terms  that  stay  fair  to

everyone: read it, print it, copy it, teach a room with it, hand it to a friend. The

only things reserved are the ones that protect you as much as me — that nobody

sells my compilation as their own, and that my name stays on it.

On the machine’s part in it. Where AI helped, it helped me consolidate my own

archive  and  build  the  tools  that  print  this  —  not  supply  the  judgment.  The

selection and the expression are mine, which is exactly the part that’s claimed.

See How this book was made.

The  current  draft  always  lives  at  teter.us.  If  you’re  holding  print,  there  is

probably a newer version online.

Working draft — v0.1. It keeps getting better.

This is a draft in progress, on purpose. The version number is real. The known-issues

list at the back is real. If you’re reading this, you’re reading the evaluation instrument

for a hypothesis: that the playbooks I run will transfer to you. Currently in test. You’re

part of it.

·  ·  ·

Epigraph

“I don’t sell playbooks. I hand you the ones I run.”
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·  ·  ·

The credo this book is built on

Before any technique,  the worldview underneath it  — because the techniques

only make sense if you believe this part.

There is enough. I believe there’s enough opportunity that competition is mostly

optional.  And when we finally do need to compete,  we carve out  businesses,

sectors, and audiences that may overlap but hold different goals — so everyone

involved gets to reach their greatest potential.

Collaboration is the engine. Partnerships, alliances, and “yes, and” are how the

human spirit  has  always moved forward.  I  don’t  believe in  sabotage.  If  your

closest local rival suddenly starts beating you, the answer isn’t a knife — it’s

“yes, and”: meet it, then build the thing next to it that only you can build.

Knowledge is shared on purpose. Everything I charge for is written down here

for free. Not as a teaser, not behind an email gate. I want to be beaten — so I can

fall down and stand back up ten times stronger. That’s the actual reason this book

exists, and it’s why there’s no gate on it.

I’m telling you this up front because there’s a famous idea that runs the other way

— that the only social responsibility of a business is to increase its profits. I’ve

read it carefully. I run my businesses in deliberate opposition to it. A business that

exists only to extract is a flywheel with no spokes: nothing feeds anything, and

the community it sits in is just terrain to be strip-mined. Mine are built to be load-

bearing parts of a place. So is this book.

·  ·  ·
Everything  in  these  pages  actually  happened,  and  the  techniques  are  ones  I

actually run. The expensive parts especially.
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Steal this book

This is a working draft, and it’s meant to travel.

Print it. Copy it. Hand it to someone. Print the whole thing at home, run it off

at the library, forward the file, read it aloud at a table. Photocopy the worksheets

and fill them in with a pen. If a chapter helps someone you know, give it to them

— you don’t need to ask me first.

That’s not a marketing gimmick. It’s the entire argument of the book, applied to

the book itself.  I  believe knowledge shared openly comes back stronger,  that

generosity is the most durable form of credibility, and that the ideas in here are

worth more spreading than they’d ever be locked up. Everything I charge for is

written down in these pages for free. Gating the book that says “give away the

checklist” would make me a liar.

So: no permission needed to read it, print it, or share it as-is. If you want to remix

it, teach from it, or put it in front of a room, that’s a conversation I’ll almost

always say yes to — reach me below.

The only thing I ask is honesty about what it is: a draft, by a practitioner, still

shipping. Don’t sell it as finished. Don’t strip my name off it. Beyond that — it’s

yours to spread.

License: free to read, print, and share, in whole and unchanged, for non-commercial

use, with my name kept on it — Creative Commons BY-NC-ND 4.0. Nobody else gets

to profit from it. Want to edit it, adapt it, teach from a changed version, or sell it?

Reach out (info@teter.us) and I’ll generally grant you a license for your specific use.

I want it used — I just want to be asked. (Full terms in LICENSE.md.)

Published by Working Draft Press — working drafts that keep getting better.

David Teter · Lafayette, Indiana · info@teter.us · working draft v0.1



How this book was made

A short, honest note — because the book asks you to be honest about what it is,

and it would be a strange thing to skip on the way in.

I lived these stories before I wrote them. The failures are mine, the businesses are

real, and the lessons here aren’t research — they’re the same handful of things

I’ve learned and re-learned over more than ten years of building, killing, and

rebuilding real companies.

Here’s the part worth being specific about, because it explains what this book ac‐

tually is. I didn’t sit down one day and write it. I’ve been writing it for a decade

without meaning to — in voice notes recorded in the car between jobs, in long

emails to clients explaining why the price was the price, in messages to friends

talking someone out of a bad idea, in half-finished documents, in notes to myself

at two in the morning after something went wrong. Ten years of the same lessons,

explained over and over to different people in different moods, scattered across a

dozen apps.

That archive was the raw material. What I did — and where the tools came in —

was consolidate it. I used AI to help me pull that pile together: to find where I’d

explained the same thing six times and pick the version that landed, to spot the

pattern I’d been circling for years without naming, to turn a rambling voice note

into a paragraph I could then argue with. That’s a genuinely different job than

“write me a book about business,” and I want the distinction on the record. The

machine didn’t supply the material. It helped me see what I already had, and it

did in months what would have taken me years of evenings.

I used other tools too — some community-built and still experimental as I write

this — and a print pipeline I built myself to turn plain text into a real book.

The one thing it hasn’t had yet is a full human edit. That pass comes when the

draft stops moving, with a real editor who will tell me what’s repetitive, what’s

unearned, and what I only think is clear because I’ve been saying it for ten years.

You’re reading it before that, on purpose, and I’ll credit them by name here the

moment they’ve done the work.

How this book was made
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So here’s the honest line on authorship, because you’re owed it: the tools are the

instruments; the book is mine. I lived the stories. I said all of this out loud, to

real people, long before any of it was a chapter. I decided the structure — which

lesson comes first, what earns a chapter, what gets cut. I drew the shape of every

diagram before a tool ever cleaned it up. I tuned the language line by line until it

sounded like me talking, and I killed every sentence that didn’t. I made the design

calls. The judgment on every page — what is true, what is mine to say, what

stays and what goes — never left my hands. A tool can draft a paragraph. It can’t

have lived the season that paragraph is about, and it can’t have left the voice note.

That’s the tension the whole thing runs on, and it’s worth naming, because it’s the

same tension the work itself is about:  creativity versus outcome. The tools are

ruthlessly good at outcomes — fast, clean, productive. The danger is letting that

speed sand the soul off the thing. So I used the machine for leverage and guarded

the voice by hand: move fast on the build, go slow on the parts only a person who

was actually there can get right. That isn’t a compromise between the two. It’s a

productive tension, held on purpose — and, as the tools chapter argues near the

end, the durable version of it will outlast whatever tool is in fashion when you

read this.

If any of this reads as less than fully mine, that’s the honesty tax, and I pay it

gladly. I’d rather show you exactly how it was made than hand you a solo-genius

story that isn’t true. The lessons are lived. The judgment is mine. The tools just

helped me get it to you faster — which, in a book about building things that give

you your time back, is rather the point.

— David

How this book was made
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How to read this book

There are two honest ways to use this, and I’d rather tell you both than pretend

everyone reads front to back.

Straight through,  because the order is an argument. Or  open it at the thing

that’s on fire,  fix that, and come back for the rest when you’re not bleeding.

Neither one is the wrong answer. The second one is how most people actually

read a working book, and the chapters are written to survive it  — every one

stands on its own and says where it’s leaning on another.

The straight-through path

Six parts, in the order the machine actually gets built.

I — The Operating System (ch. 1–2). How you work. The loop and the speed

bias that run underneath every other play.

II — Make the Business Work (ch. 3–5). Take the one business you have and

make it excellent — and cheap enough to run on low attention.

III — Grow the Flywheel (ch. 6–8). Three ways a new spoke appears: next to

you, behind you, and beside you.

IV — The Architecture (ch. 9–10). Run several brands on one spine, and build

every part so it could be sold.

V — When the Money’s Tight (ch. 11–13). Read the constraint, pick the move,

build the plumbing.

VI — The Operator (ch. 14–17). The person running it — rest, tools, starting

over, and knowing things without being insufferable.

Part I is the floor. Everything after it is a play you run on top of it, so if you’re

going to read only one part in order, read that one first.

How to read this book
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Three of the parts are complete modules — three chapters, three worksheets,

meant to be done as a block:  II (ch. 3–5),  III (ch. 6–8) and  V (ch. 11–13). If

you’re working through this with a partner, a team, or a room, those are your

three sessions.

The troubleshooting path

Find the sentence that sounds like your week. Start there. Everything else keeps.

“I’m not sure this is even a real business yet.”

→ Ch. 1, the loop

“I’m slow, and I’ve been calling it being careful.”

→ Ch. 2, speed & mastery

“My prices feel wrong. I lose the easy jobs and the hard ones eat me.”

→ Ch. 3, kill your rate card · sheet 01

“Nobody knows I exist and marketing feels gross.”

→ Ch. 4, give away the checklist · sheet 02

“Every job runs through my hands. I’m the bottleneck.”

→ Ch. 5, scaling solo · sheet 03

“One thing works and I’m maxed out doing more of it.”

→ Ch. 6, the adjacent business · sheet 04

“I’ve built things before and want the next one to compound.”

→ Ch. 7, the business your past built · sheet 05

“I keep having to build everything myself.”

→ Ch. 8, the spokes you don’t own · sheet 06

“I run several things and it’s tangled.”

→ Ch. 9, many brands, one skeleton · sheet 07

“Everything only works because I’m the one doing it.”

→ Ch. 10, build it like you’ll sell it · sheet 08

“I can’t cover what’s due this week.”

→ Ch. 11, constraint is a brief · sheet 09

“I know the number. I don’t know what to actually do.”

→ Ch. 12, the four moves · sheet 10

How to read this book
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“This keeps happening and I never see it coming.”

→ Ch. 13, valves · sheet 11

“I’m running fine and I feel like garbage.”

→ Ch. 14, rest is part of the work

“The tools changed again and I’m behind.”

→ Ch. 15, working with the tools of your time

“I’m starting over with nothing.”

→ Ch. 16, start from zero

“I’m right, and it isn’t helping.”

→ Ch. 17, the diplomacy of knowing things

If money is the thing that’s tight  right now, skip to  Chapter 11 and don’t feel

clever  about  it.  That  part  exists  because  I’ve  been  there,  and  reading  about

adjacency doesn’t help on a Thursday when the draft fails on Friday.

Coming back to what you skipped

The jumping is fine. The forgetting is what costs you.

So when you skip a part, do one small thing: write the chapter number some‐

where you’ll  see it  again — the same place you keep the kill-or-keep dates.

Skipped  chapters  aren’t  optional  content,  they’re  deferred  content,  and  the

difference between those two is whether you wrote it down.

One rule of thumb about what to come back to first. If you jumped in at a crisis

chapter, the thing to read next is almost never the next chapter — it’s  Part I

(ch. 1–2), because the reason the crisis was expensive is usually that the loop

underneath it wasn’t running. Fix the emergency with the chapter you opened to.

Fix the pattern with the part you skipped.

About the worksheets

Every chapter with a sheet says so at the end, and the sheets are free at teter.us,

individually, so you can print the one you need without printing the other ten.

They’re also bound together as a workbook if you’d rather write in something

with a spine.

How to read this book
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Every one of them ends the same way, because the method does: a kill-or-keep

date on a real  calendar,  set  before you’re emotionally invested. If  you do

nothing else from this book, do that.

How to read this book
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Introduction — Start here

Any consultant who won’t show you their scars is selling you a brochure. So let

me start with mine, tell you what this book is, and — most usefully — help you

find the one part of it you need first.

This is not a book about hustle. Not grinding harder, not waking up earlier, not

wanting it more than the next person. No 6-figure secrets, and not a single stock

photo of a laptop on a beach. If that’s what you came for, I’ve saved you an after‐

noon.

Here’s what it is instead. I run a small portfolio of professional-service businesses

in Lafayette, Indiana — built so they interlink, refer into each other, and keep

earning when my attention is somewhere else. One person. Several brands. One

system. People kept asking how, and kept asking why I wasn’t teaching it. This

book is me finally saying yes — written from inside the work, not from a stage.

Everything in here is something I run today. You can go check the work, and the

scars.

The move nobody teaches: the flywheel

Most  business  advice  assumes  you  have  one  business,  or  want  one  — so  it

teaches how to start it, market it, grind it upward. There’s a move past that, and

almost nobody teaches it, because almost nobody has had to make it: what to do

once one business works.

The instinct is to do more of it — more hours, more volume, more of you. That’s

how a working business becomes a cage. The better move is to notice that your

working  business  sits  right  next  to  another  one.  Your  customers  are  already

buying the adjacent thing — the service right before or right after yours — from

a stranger. The trust you earned is being spent somewhere else. Build the next

business on top of that trust for almost nothing, wire the two so they refer into

each other, and you’ve got a system that earns in more than one place while you

tend it in one place at a time.

Introduction — Start here
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That system is a flywheel: adjacent businesses, deliberately positioned so every

customer  of  one is  a  warm lead for  another,  and every asset  you build  — a

checklist, a guide, a referral relationship — works for the whole thing at once.

Some  businesses  idle,  earning  quietly  at  low  attention,  while  their  cash  and

reputation fund the next one. That’s not hustle. It’s portfolio energy management.

And the design of it  — how the brands link,  where the seams go,  what gets

productized, which business catches which referral — is a real craft. Most people

can run a spoke. Almost nobody is taught to architect the wheel. That architecture

is what this book teaches.

One thing before any of it, because it’s the whole point and it’s the easiest to lose:

you build businesses that run on low attention so you get your attention back. Not

to fill the freed-up time with more work — to spend it. On the people, the rest,

the trips,  the life  the work is  supposed to buy.  Every play in this  book is  in

service of that, and the day you forget it is the day the machine starts running

you. We don’t do this to do the work. We do it to do the other things. If a chapter

ever reads like a license to take on more, hold it against that line.

The flywheel: a business that already works, ringed by the three ways a
new spoke appears — the business next to it (adjacency), the one it grew

from (lineage), and a partner’s you don’t have to own. Each feeds the next,
so referrals flow around the ring instead of leaking to strangers.

THE FLYWHEEL

each feeds
the next

A business
that works today

The one next to it
adjacency

The one it grew
lineage

A partner's
you don't own

Introduction — Start here
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The machine underneath it all

Before any specific play, one machine runs under all of them: hypothesis → test

→ evaluate. State what you believe. Test it as cheaply and fast as you can. Judge

honestly, on a date you set in advance. Keep it or kill it, and fold in the lesson

either way.

Two things about that loop, up front, because they color everything:

Every deadline in this book is a ceiling, not a target. When I say ninety

days, I mean ninety at the outside — if you can get a real answer in five, do it

in five. The whole method runs on moving now and moving fast, because

work expands to fill the time you give it and an imperfect thing that exists

beats a perfect thing that doesn’t.

Speed is earned, not willed. You get fast at the craft the same way you get

fast at anything — reps and refinement — until the training wheels come off

and you can make any set of tools produce quality. The method chapter has

the whole thing.

• 

• 

Introduction — Start here
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The map

The whole book as one map. Underneath everything sits Part I, the
operating system — the loop, the speed bias, mastery — which runs under

every play. Standing on it, left to right: Part II make the one business
work, Part III grow the flywheel with new spokes, Part IV run several

brands on one skeleton.

Part I is the floor — the loop, the speed bias, mastery — and everything else is a

play you run on top of it. Left to right: make the one business work, grow the

flywheel with new spokes, run several brands on one skeleton. Then what to do

when the money’s tight, and how to stay intact while running any of it.

If you’d rather start at whatever is currently on fire, How to read this book — a

few pages back — has the full symptom-to-chapter table. Nothing here requires

you to go in order.

The whole flywheel in one read

If you read only this section, you can still start today. Here’s every play in the

book as a model you can repeat and one thing you can do this week.

The operating system —

II · Make it work

Pricing

Productize

Scaling solo

III · Grow the flywheel

Adjacency

Lineage

Partnership

IV · The architecture

Segmentation

many brands, one skeleton

PART I · THE OPERATING SYSTEM

the loop → speed → mastery · runs under every play

Introduction — Start here
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The loop. Hypothesis → test → evaluate; fail fast; do it in five, not ninety; speed

is earned through reps. → Pick the thing you’re most unsure about, write it as a

sentence that could turn out  wrong, and put a kill-or-keep date on the calendar

before you’re attached.

Make the business work —

Pricing — kill your rate card. Price the context, not the task; speed, money,

quality — pick your fixed corner; find your four levers. → Pull your last ten jobs

and write what each actually cost you in hours,  travel,  and aggravation. Your

levers will show themselves.

Productize — give away the checklist. The tool is the ad; teach first, sell last;

the answer clients always ask, written down and free. → Write down the single

question you answer on every call. That’s your first tool.

Scaling solo — your second brain. You’re the bottleneck (a diagnosis, not an

insult); trust in levels — Green, Yellow, Red. → Write your Green list: ten routine

things someone could do this week without asking you.

Grow the flywheel —

Adjacency — the business next to yours. Every customer buys a related service

within about thirty days; the trust is already yours. → List ten things your cus‐

tomers buy in the thirty days before or after you. Circle the one with the most

overlap.

Lineage — the business your past built. Adjacency is space; lineage is time. A

venture you outgrew is tuition already paid — deprecate the vehicle, keep the en‐

gine. → Name one thing your last venture taught or built that the next one can in‐

herit.

Partnership — the spokes you don’t  own. Partner where the scale already

lives;  you  bring  the  lens,  they  bring  the  reach;  “yes,  and.” →  Name  one

complementary business with more scale than you, and the seam between you

(“we do X, they do Y”).

The architecture —

Introduction — Start here
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Segmentation — many brands, one skeleton. Separate faces, shared spine; one

camera body, many lenses; build each to fail alone. → Name your camera body

— the core capability every brand you’d ever run would reuse.

Eight models, one action each. Do even one and you’ve started. Read the chapter

behind it when you want the depth, the worksheet, and the verdict.

And a closing part turns from the machine to the operator running it — how you

rest, how you work with the tools of your time, how you start the next thing from

zero,  and how you carry what  you know without  the room shutting you out.

Because the whole machine is worth exactly as much as the operator left standing

to run it, and these plays are only ever as good as the person who picks them up.

How to use this book

Every chapter is built the same way, on purpose:

A mental model — one idea, named so you can repeat it without the book in

your hand. The 30-day window. The triangle of three. Green/Yellow/Red.

The work — a real checklist embedded right in the chapter, then pulled out

into the separate workbook so you can print it, fill it in, and finish it in a sit‐

ting. Reading this book will not change your business. Doing the work might.

A verdict — most  of  the  work  ends  with  a  kill-or-keep  date,  set  before

you’re invested, judged honestly when it arrives.

Read it  straight  through — the  chapters  build,  and running several  brands  is

genuinely the sequel to finding your first adjacent one — or jump to your phase

above. And it’s free of the usual tricks: no email gate, no chapter that stops to sell

you the rest, no affiliate links. The generosity is the strategy — the thing I’m ac‐

tually teaching, demonstrated on you in real time. If you finish and want a second

brain on your situation, you’ll know where to find me. If you take these models

and go build  something I  never  hear  about,  that’s  a  complete  success  by my

definition. I want to be beaten.

A companion,  not  an  upsell. This  is  one  of  three  field  guides  that  share  a

method. This one builds the  business system — the architecture of a portfolio.

Build the Feeling First runs the same method at building a brand — the feeling,

1. 

2. 

3. 
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the name, the voice, the world around them. And Earn the Attention runs it at the

part in between: how a business that deserves to be hired actually gets found and

hired.

Two of the three are finished enough to hand you. The third is a working draft

with real  holes  in  it,  and I’d rather  tell  you that  than let  you go looking for

something that isn’t ready — when it is, it’ll be at teter.us with the others, free

and no gate, same as these.

If the harder problem in front of you is what your thing should  feel like, start

there instead. Take whichever fits. Take all of them if all of them fit. And when

you’d rather have a second brain on your actual situation than a book — that’s

the thing I actually do, and the first conversation costs nothing.

Let’s get to work.
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P A R T  I  

The Operating System 

How you work — the machine that runs under

every play. 



Chapter 1 — The loop I run on

Before  any  of  the  specific  plays  —  the  pricing,  the  delegation,  the  second

business — there’s one machine underneath all of them. If you take nothing else

from this book, take this, because everything after it is just this loop pointed at a

particular problem.

Here it is: Hypothesis. Test. Evaluate. Repeat.

That’s the whole thing. State what you believe will happen. Test it as cheaply and

quickly as you can. Evaluate honestly, on a date you set in advance. Then fold the

lesson in, or fold the experiment. Every experiment I run — a business, a price, a

guide, a boundary, this book — enters that same loop and gets the same treat‐

ment.

The loop, start to finish: state a hypothesis, test it cheaply, evaluate it
honestly on a date you set in advance, then fold the lesson in and go

again. Small, fast, honest — the machine under every play in this book.

I didn’t invent it. I installed it years ago, in a previous life, and it’s been running

ever since.

THE LOOP
small, fast,

honest

1

Hypothesis
what you believe will happen

2

Test
cheaply and fast

3

Evaluate
honestly, on a set date

4

Repeat
fold the lesson in
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Where the loop got installed

I came up as a product manager. Software is where I learned the discipline I still

operate on, and the discipline is simpler than it sounds: move quickly, fail fast,

because most of the time the consequences of being wrong are smaller than

the cost of waiting to find out. Hypothesis, test, evaluate — over and over, until

it stopped being a method I followed and became a reflex I couldn’t turn off.

People  hear  “fail  fast”  and  think  it  means  “fail  cheap”  or  “fail  without

consequence.” It doesn’t. Let me be very precise about this, because it’s the most

misused phrase in business.

Fail-fast is not fail-free. My failures were real. They cost real time, real money,

real energy, and real reputation, and at least one of them flirted with burning me

out completely. Failing fast doesn’t make the tuition free. It keeps the tuition sur‐

vivable. The expensive failure isn’t the quick one — it’s the slow one you keep

feeding out of pride, for years, because admitting it’s dead would hurt. Quick

failures are cheap tuition, promptly paid. Slow failures are a mortgage on a house

that’s already burned down.

So the discipline has an edge to it:  every experiment gets a kill-or-keep date

before I’m emotionally invested. You decide when you’ll judge the thing before

you’ve fallen in love with it,  because after you’ve fallen in love with it  your

judgment is compromised and you know it. The date goes on the calendar first.

That single habit — deciding the verdict date in advance — has saved me more

money than any pricing trick in this book.

The three steps, honestly

Hypothesis. Written down, falsifiable, before you’re invested. Not a vibe — a

sentence. “I believe  X will  happen because  Y.” “I believe I can add a second

service and it’ll draw referrals from the first, because my customers already buy

it within a month, from someone else.” If you can’t write it as a sentence that

could turn out to be wrong, you don’t have a hypothesis. You have a hope, and

hopes don’t have verdict dates.

Test. The cheapest, fastest version of the thing that could prove you wrong —

with the verdict date already on the calendar. Not the polished version. Not the

version you’d be proud to show people. The minimum thing that would actually
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teach  you something  real.  For  a  second business,  that’s  one  sentence  said  to

existing customers in real conversations — not a website, not an ad budget. For a

price, it’s the next five quotes. You’re not trying to succeed yet. You’re trying to

learn, as cheaply as possible.

Evaluate. Honestly, on the date, against the hypothesis you wrote down — not

against how hard you tried. This is the step everyone skips, and it’s the one that

matters most. Effort is not evidence. “But I worked so hard on it” is not a result.

On the  date,  you read  the  sentence  you wrote  at  the  start,  you look at  what

actually happened, and you make the call: keep it, kill it, or run one more cheap

test with a new date. That’s it. No drama. The lesson gets folded in either way.

One data point isn’t a verdict

Here’s the discipline that keeps the loop from turning into its own worst habit,

and I want to be honest that it cuts against the fail-fast instinct I just spent two

pages selling you on.

Some of what looks like a signal is actually just  noise — the normal, expected

wobble of a system that’s working fine. A quiet week of quotes. One client who

took longer than usual. A slow month for a business that’s otherwise stable. React

to every one of those like it’s a verdict and you’re not being decisive — you’re

tampering: yanking a working system around in response to static, which makes

the results  worse, not better, because now you’re the variable, not the process.

This is Deming again — same man from the PDSA cousin a few pages back, and

you’ll meet him a third time in the chapter on mistakes, because his whole career

was built  on this one distinction:  common-cause variation (the ordinary noise

every stable system produces) versus special-cause variation (something actual‐

ly,  assignably  wrong).  “Tampering”  is  his  word  for  what  happens  when  you

confuse the two — reacting to noise as if it were signal — and he considered it

one of the most expensive habits a manager could have. The whole discipline of

“evaluate honestly, on the date” only works if the date is chosen with enough

samples behind it to tell the difference.

Which is exactly why the test step specifies a real sample, not a single data point.

“The next five quotes,” not “the next quote.” One rejected quote after you’ve

raised your price is not evidence your price is wrong — it might be, or it might

just be the one client out of five who was never going to say yes at any number.
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Kill the test on sample size one and you’re not being fast, you’re being jumpy,

and jumpy operators end up right back where they started,  second-guessing a

good decision because of one bad afternoon.

So hold both truths at once. Move fast — verdict dates, small cheap tests, don’t

feed a slow failure for years. And also don’t flinch at the first wobble inside a test

that  hasn’t  finished running yet.  The kill-or-keep date  isn’t  there  to  give you

permission to panic on day one. It’s there so you don’t have to.

The loop has cousins — steal whichever fits your hand

Mine isn’t the only version of this,  and it  might not be the one that fits you.

Everyone operates a little differently. These are the same machine in different

clothes; grab whichever one your brain likes best:

Plan → Do → Study → Act (PDSA) — W. Edwards Deming. Same loop,

but  it  bakes  the  studying right  into  the  cycle,  which  is  exactly  the  step

everyone else skips. Deming is all over this book; you’ll meet him again in

the chapter on mistakes.

Observe → Orient → Decide → Act (OODA) — John Boyd. Built  for

fighter pilots. Brutally good when the situation is changing faster than your

plan can keep up — which, in a young business, is most of the time.

Build → Measure → Learn — Eric Ries,  The Lean Startup. The software

version  of  the  same  truth:  build  the  minimum  thing  that  teaches  you

something real, measure what it teaches, learn, repeat.

The plain scientific method — a few thousand years of humans figuring out

that a guess you test beats a guess you defend.

Four names, one machine. Pick one. Run it on everything.

The Failure Ledger

Here’s the part that makes the loop honest instead of just clever.

If you’re going to run experiments, and some of them are going to fail — and

they are — then you need somewhere to put the failures where they can’t hide

and  can’t  be  quietly  rewritten  into  successes.  I  keep  a  Failure  Ledger. It’s

exactly what it sounds like: a running, public list of true admissions. The tagline I

loved for years and finally had to kill. The business I said no to out of fear for far

• 

• 

• 

• 
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too long. The retail shop that failed on schedule and was still expensive — it

earned a full postmortem, and gets one in a later chapter. And the entry I least

want  to  write  down:  the  season  I  took  on  too  much  at  once  and  spent  my

mentor’s trust. I dropped a piece of work he’d handed me off his own twenty-

year relationship; he covered it and kept the client, but he and I never came back.

It cost me a few thousand dollars and a critical stretch of a launch, and it was the

first time I watched one adjacency nearly poison the whole flywheel. The full

postmortem’s in the partnership chapter — it earned one.

The rules of the ledger are short and I don’t break them:

Only true entries. Never a failure invented for color or humility points. If it

didn’t happen, it doesn’t go in.

Unwritten entries say so. The honest version of a failure takes longer to

write than a website.  When I  haven’t  written one up yet,  the ledger says

“being written” — it doesn’t pretend the list is complete.

New failures get added, not hidden. The ledger grows. That’s the whole

idea of a working draft. An imperfect early flag beats a polished late surprise

— and that rule, which you’ll see run my businesses and my working rela‐

tionships in the chapters ahead, starts here, with being willing to write down

what didn’t work.

The ledger isn’t self-flagellation and it isn’t a humblebrag. It’s the output log of

the loop. Every entry is a hypothesis that got evaluated honestly and came back

“kill.” Keeping the log is what lets me trust my own judgment — because I can

see, in writing, that I actually do change my mind when the evidence says to.

And there’s an “anticipated” section, too: things I fully expect to fail  at  next.

Some of the guides in this book will miss. My first pricing for this consulting

work will be wrong in some direction. When it happens, it goes in the ledger —

because flagging the risk early, out loud, is always cheaper than getting caught

pretending you didn’t see it coming.

Why this is the first chapter and not an appendix

Because every chapter after this one is an application of this loop, and if you

don’t have the loop, the chapters are just tips.

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Finding an adjacent  business  is  a  hypothesis  with  a  90-day verdict  date  (and

ninety is the ceiling — call it sooner the moment the answer is clear). Killing

your  rate  card  is  a  hypothesis  tested  on  your  next  five  quotes.  Handing  real

authority to an assistant is a hypothesis about trust,  evaluated one month at a

time. Running several brands is a portfolio of hypotheses, each one built so it can

fail alone without taking the others down.

The loop is the machine. The rest of the book is where I point it. But a machine is

only worth what you can do with it — so before we point it at your business, the

next chapter is about running it  fast, and getting good enough at the work that

speed stops costing you quality.
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Chapter 2 — Speed & mastery

The loop tells you  what to do: hypothesis, test, evaluate. This chapter is about

how fast and how well you can run it — because a loop you run slowly, with

tools you haven’t mastered, barely beats not running it  at all.  Two disciplines

make the loop pay: a bias toward speed, and the mastery that makes speed safe.

How fast? Faster.

Now the part I care about most — and the part every arbitrary number in this

book is secretly about.

You’ll  notice  I  keep  putting  dates  on  things:  ninety  days  for  the  adjacency

verdict, five quotes for the pricing test, a week to ship a tool. Understand this

about those numbers — they are ceilings, not targets. If I say ninety days and

you can get a real answer in five, do it in five. I would always rather you moved

sooner. The date is there to stop you feeding a slow failure for two years, not to

give you permission to take the whole ninety.

Because here’s the thing about time: work expands to fill however much of it

you hand over. Give a decision a month and it takes a month. Give the same

decision an afternoon and — surprisingly often — it comes out just as good, and

you’ve got the other twenty-nine days back to run the next experiment. Most of

the deadlines in your life are ones you set yourself, without noticing, and set far

too generous. Tighten them on purpose.

And doing it imperfectly beats not doing it at all — most of the time. A rough

version that exists teaches you something the moment it meets reality. A perfect

version that’s still “almost ready” teaches you nothing, because it isn’t real yet.

The ship-it-at-v0.3 spirit  of everything I make isn’t  sloppiness; it’s the fastest

known  route  to  a  true  answer.  You  cannot  learn  from  the  thing  you  never

launched.

“Most of the time” is carrying real weight in that sentence, so let me draw the

line. This is a bias for reversible, low-stakes decisions — which is nearly all

of  them. Don’t  run this  on surgery,  on a  one-way door  you can’t  walk back

through,  on  anything  where  being  wrong  is  catastrophic  instead  of  merely
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annoying. The dial is reversibility: the easier a decision is to undo, the faster you

should make it and the less it deserves your agonizing. Save the deliberation for

the genuinely irreversible, and spend it there generously.

The last piece is the one people miss:  speed at judgment is a skill, and skills

train. The reason I can make a decent call in five minutes isn’t talent; it’s reps.

Every small, reversible decision you make quickly — which vendor, which of

two fine options, what to order — is a rep. Practice being decisive on the things

that don’t matter, and you’ll be faster and better on the things that do. Which

brings me to lunch.

The restaurant rule

Here’s how I order at a restaurant, because it’s the whole philosophy in miniature.

First time somewhere, I order the dish with the restaurant’s name in it. The

house  burger,  the  [Name]’s  Special,  whatever  carries  the  sign  over  the  door.

Why?  Because  a  business  that  puts  its  own  name  on  a  plate  is  betting  its

reputation on that  plate.  They’re telling you,  out  loud,  “this  is  the one we’re

proud of — this is us.” That isn’t a guess I’m making; it’s a signal they chose to

send. So I take it. No menu paralysis, no ten minutes comparing nine things I’ve

never  tasted — one reliable  default,  decision made in  three seconds,  and it’s

almost always among the best things they do.

Been there a few times, and I do the opposite — I try something new every

visit, on purpose, until I’ve mapped the menu and settled into a set order, a usual.

That’s not only about finding my favorite. Going back, having a usual, getting

recognized — it makes me a bit of an ambassador for the place. It connects me to

the owners. And when I bring someone for lunch and order without opening the

menu, it quietly says I’ve eaten here with a lot of people, I know this place, and

I’ve paid enough attention to know which things are good and which aren’t. The

regular who knows the menu is trusted differently than the tourist reading it for

the first time.

Look at what those two moves actually are. The first is a smart default that kills

decision friction — someone else’s honest signal, used to decide instantly. The

second is  cheap, reversible experiments that compound into knowledge and

relationships — the loop again, run over lunch. Fast where fast is free, patient
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where  patience  pays,  and  a  name  you  can  trust  doing  a  lot  of  the  work  in

between. You can practice it three times a week and risk nothing worse than a

mediocre sandwich.

The tripod comes off

“How fast? Faster.” is the goal. Here’s the mechanism — because speed at the

actual craft isn’t willpower, it’s  reps. And reps are how you turn a slow, scary

task into a cheap, fast one. The recipe is always the same three moves: break the

task down, repeat it, and refine every repetition.

Take a job I’ve done a few thousand times: setting up for an event. Early on it

was slow, and slow in an unglamorous way — load the gear from the warehouse

to the car, drive, load from the car into the venue, set up, run the event, then tear

it all down and reverse the entire chain. The event was the fun part. The load-in

and the load-out were most of the actual hours.

Every single time, I got a little faster — and not by rushing. By refining. One rep

taught me which case to pack last because it comes out first. The next taught me

where to stage the gear so I wasn’t walking the same twenty feet forty times. The

next taught me a sequence that let one trip do the work of two. None of these

were  big  insights.  They  were  small,  boring,  and  they  compounded. A  few

thousand events and a couple thousand houses later, a setup that used to eat an

afternoon takes a fraction of it — because I bought that speed one refinement at a

time.

Here’s the part that tells you it’s real mastery and not just familiarity:  the tools

get lighter. When I started photographing houses I shot everything on a tripod —

the most stable, most forgiving, slowest tool there is. As I got better I moved to a

monopod: faster, less certain, quality held. Eventually, handheld — the fastest

and least  forgiving tool  of  all,  and the quality  still held,  because by then the

steadiness had moved from the tripod into me. Tripod, monopod, handheld: that

progression is what skill acquisition actually looks like. You start with the tool

that protects you, and you drop the training wheels one at a time as the skill

moves inside.

Which points at the real definition of an expert. An expert isn’t the person with

the best gear. It’s the person who  learns fast how to use whatever tools they

have,  and makes any set of them come out with quality. Hand a master a
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worse camera and they still get the shot; hand a beginner a better one and they

mostly don’t. The skill lives in the person, not the kit. So when you’re building

— don’t wait for the perfect tools. Get reps on the ones you have. Speed and

quality come from the same place: doing the thing enough times to refine it, and

refining it enough to make it look easy.

And this is what quietly makes idle mode — the prize once you start growing the

flywheel — possible. A task you’ve mastered is a cheap task: fast, reliable, low-

attention. You cannot run several businesses if each one demands your slowest,

most careful self. Mastery is how the work gets small enough to fit a whole port‐

folio.

Not every slow day is a skill problem

One more thing before we leave mastery, because it saves you from chasing a

problem that isn’t there. Once a process is genuinely stable — you’ve done the

reps, the tripod’s off, the system holds — day-to-day wobble in the result stops

being a verdict on your skill and starts being just the normal texture of a working

system. A shoot that runs long. A client who takes an extra round of revisions. A

week that’s slower than the one before it for no particular reason. None of that

automatically means you got worse, or that the process needs fixing.

The instinct to explain every bad day with a story — I rushed it, I wasn’t sharp, I

should’ve prepped more — feels responsible, but it’s often just you  tampering

with a system that was working fine, chasing noise as if it were signal (Deming’s

word, and by now you know he shows up whenever this book talks about systems

— this one comes from an exercise he ran called the red bead experiment, where

workers got praised or blamed for outcomes that were actually just the ordinary

math of a fixed process, not their skill). A stable process still has a range, not a

single perfect output every time, and mistaking the low end of that normal range

for a skill regression will send you “fixing” things that were never broken —

which, ironically, is how you introduce the actual inconsistency you were trying

to prevent. Know the difference between  this is genuinely off, go find out why

and  this is Tuesday. The mastery isn’t just in the doing. It’s in knowing which

kind of bad day you just had.
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Say yes, then go make it true

There’s a belief quietly running most people’s careers that I want to take apart,

because it  costs more than any bad price ever will:  the belief that the people

ahead of you  know, and you don’t,  and you have to wait  until  you  know too

before you’re allowed to raise your hand. I’ve now worked next to a lot of those

people — the twenty-year veteran, the specialist everyone defers to, the person

whose  title  makes  the  room go quiet.  Here’s  what  I  found when I  got  close

enough to see: they’re improvising too. Every one of them. The new problem is

new to them the same way it’s new to you. They’re just better at hiding the part

where they figure it out.

And the reason they can hide it is the thing this whole chapter has been building

toward. Underneath the veteran isn’t secret knowledge — it’s a set of  systems.

Checklists  that  catch  what  memory  drops.  Habits  that  make  the  first  move

automatic so the attention is free for the hard part. A trained reflex for breaking a

problem they’ve never seen into pieces they’ve solved a hundred times. That’s

what  experience actually  deposits:  not  answers,  but  rails.  Rails  are  what  turn

making it up into running a process, and a process doesn’t need you to have done

exactly this before. It needs you to have done things  like this, and to trust the

machine to close the rest of the gap. Which is the loop, and the reps, and the

burn-down plan you’re about to read — all of it pointed at a problem you haven’t

met yet.

So stop waiting to feel ready. Ready is not a feeling that arrives; I have never

once felt it, and I’ve started a lot of things. Ready is a story we tell ourselves to

make waiting feel like diligence instead of fear. The move that actually works is

the uncomfortable one:  say yes to the thing you haven’t done, and then go

make yourself true. Win the work, then learn the last of it — on the drive over,

in the week before, in the doing. Name the five things it really requires, and go

borrow, learn, or build each one. You’ll be amazed how short that list is once

you’re forced to write it instead of dread it.

I  want to be careful  here,  because there’s a cheap version of this  advice that

shades into lying, and that’s not what I’m describing. You’re not faking the work

— the work you will  genuinely do,  to the standard you’d be proud of.  What

you’re refusing to fake is a certainty that never arrives for anyone, and letting its

absence keep you quiet. Confidence isn’t a feeling of certainty; it’s a promise

you’ve decided to go keep. You keep it by delivering, which — if you’ve in‐
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stalled the systems — you are entirely capable of doing. The gap between you

and the person who “already knows” was never knowledge. It was that they said

yes across that same gap, one job sooner than felt comfortable, and let the reps

make the promise true.

The burn-down plan

Mastery has a twin nobody talks about: not how good your setup is, but how little

you can work with and still deliver. I call it the burn-down plan — what you do

when the gear fails mid-job, which it will. The camera dies. The battery’s flat.

The  card  fills  up  in  the  last  room.  An amateur’s  day  is  over;  a  pro’s  barely

changes, because the plan for that moment got made long before the moment ar‐

rived.

Mine is specific. Cards fill — so I drop from RAW to JPG and get three times the

room, at a quality I can still stand behind. If I’m truly cornered, I’ll shoot to one

card and dump the other straight to the laptop between rooms, uploading as I go

— riskier, but it keeps me moving instead of stopped. And the floor under all of

it: I could do eighty percent of a real-estate shoot on my phone. (I paid up for

a phone that shoots well precisely so that floor sits high.) The expensive camera

makes the last twenty percent better. It doesn’t make the work  possible — the

work was always possible; the gear just raises the ceiling.

That’s  the  quiet  confidence  mastery  actually  buys  you:  not  the  best  kit,  but

knowing exactly how low you can go and still hand over something you’re proud

of. A burn-down plan means no single failure ends the day. Worst case, I deliver

eighty percent same-day off a phone — and then I rebuild: buy used, borrow

what I can, and ask for the money up front. Most of my agents will pay ahead

without blinking, which frees the three or six hundred dollars I need to jump back

above phone quality (the pre-sale move from the partnership chapter, aimed at

my own gear). The failure costs me a scramble, not a client.

Know your floor. Most people never find theirs, so they treat the whole kit as

load-bearing and panic when any of it breaks. Go find how low you can go — on

purpose, before you have to — and you stop being one dead battery away from a

ruined day. You also stop over-buying, because you finally know the difference

between the tool that makes the work  possible and the one that just makes it

nicer.
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Knowing your floor is also what tells you which backups are worth owning at all.

A burn-down plan is the  personal version of a bigger discipline — keeping the

smallest set of resources that survives a real failure, and letting everything else

stay rented, borrowed, or liquid. Chapter 8 makes that the rule: own the active

system, keep the survival system, release the rest.

The show always goes on

There’s a discipline underneath all of this that gets no glamour and doesn’t look

like skill, and it’s the one I’d defend hardest:  relentless organization. Not tidi‐

ness  for  its  own sake  — organization  as  insurance,  built  to  answer  the  only

question that matters on the day:  how do you make sure the show always goes

on?

The answer is that nothing is left to memory or to luck. Everything has a place,

and everything is labeled by three things at once — what it is, where it lives, and

what it does. A case isn’t “the black one”; it’s labeled, color-coded, and it goes

back  in  the  exact  spot  it  came from,  so  the  next  person  — or  the  next  me,

exhausted at 2 a.m. — can find it without thinking. Layouts are the same every

time. Anything that can’t fail has a backup, and anything that can fail has two.

The whole system is built so the right move is the easy move and the wrong one

takes effort, because under pressure people do the easy thing — so you make the

easy thing the correct thing, in advance.

I’ll say it plainly: the home-organization books have it backwards. A tidy closet is

aesthetics. This is logistics, and logistics is what stands between you and the day

it all goes sideways — which it will. When the truck’s late, the venue swaps the

room, a piece dies (that’s the burn-down plan), the difference between a save and

a disaster is whether your system was legible enough to improvise on. You can’t

improvise on chaos. You can improvise on a system.

And here’s what ties it back to the whole book: an operation this organized runs

without you. A labeled, color-coded, backed-up system is a  delegable one —

someone else steps in and the show goes on, because the knowledge lives in the

labels, not trapped in your head. Insane organization isn’t the opposite of scaling;

it’s the prerequisite for it. The show goes on because you built it to go on without

you in the room.
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The janitor’s keys

There’s a second kind of mastery, and it isn’t about the gear at all. It’s about the

room.

At an event I am not the guest. I’m closer to the janitor — the person doing the

unglamorous, mostly-invisible work that makes the thing run, moving through a

space that  belongs to other people,  trying not  to end up in anyone’s memory

except as the reason the good parts got captured. That’s not a demotion; it’s the

posture. The photographer who thinks he’s the star stands in every shot. The one

who thinks he’s the janitor gets the shot and gets out of the way.

And the janitor has a trick. When I need a crowd to part — to get through, to

clear a frame — I don’t shout “excuse me” and I don’t pull rank. I take my keys

out of my pocket and let my body rock a little harder as I walk, so they jingle

louder.

The distinction matters more than it looks. I am not shaking keys at people like

a set of car keys in front of a baby. That would be a demand, and people resist a

demand — they look up, they work out who’s making it, and now I’m a person

interrupting them instead of a fixture moving through. What I’m doing is ampli‐

fying a sound the room already expects. Somebody with keys is somebody who

works here. The sound reads as  staff, coming through, and people move on in‐

stinct, without being told, usually without noticing they did it.

That’s the whole craft of controlling a space you don’t own: find the cue that’s

already meaningful in that room, and turn its volume up. A signal invented

for the occasion is an argument. A signal the room already knows how to read is

just information.

What I wear is the same system, and it runs in two directions.

Most of the night I’m in black. Pockets where the hands reach, dark enough to

disappear at a room’s edges, comfortable enough for twelve hours — and legible

enough that  a  stranger  reads  “staff,  working”  rather  than  “guest,  available  to

chat.” Dressed like that I’m left alone, which is the point, because the moments

I’m there for happen while nobody’s looking at me.
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But sometimes I need the opposite. When I need people to come to me — when

the job is portraits, when I want the room to know where the camera is, when a

line forming is the deliverable — I go the other way entirely: a technicolor sports

jacket and a hat you could find me with in a Where’s Waldo page. Nobody has to

be told there’s a photographer. People walk up and ask for their picture, which is

a completely different night than hunting for it.

And then I take the coat off, and I’m invisible again.

That’s the part worth stealing. Not “dress to be left alone” and not “dress to be

found” — build the visible layer so it comes off. Your presence in a room is a

dial, not a setting, and the operator’s advantage is being able to turn it both ways

inside the same event.  What  you wear  is  a  do-not-disturb sign you can walk

around in, or a beacon, depending on which one the next hour needs.

Add it up and you get the thing underneath:  you can control an environment

you don’t own — quietly, with design instead of authority. The signal that

moves people. The presence that says  leave me to it. The gear that puts every‐

thing within reach so friction never gets a vote. None of it  is loud; that’s the

point, the same as the tripod coming off. A master doesn’t wrestle the room —

they’ve  engineered,  in  advance,  a  room  that  lets  the  work  happen.  And  it

generalizes well past events: wherever you work, you get a say in the conditions.

Design the signals, wear the do-not-disturb, remove the friction before it starts.

An operator who controls their environment looks lucky. They aren’t. They’re

running a room they quietly set up to be runnable.

That’s the operating system: run the loop, run it fast, get so good at the work that

it turns cheap — and quietly run the room so nothing gets in its way. Now let’s

point it at the business you already have — and make it excellent.
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P A R T  I I  

Make the Business Work 

Take the one business you have and make it ex‐

cellent — and cheap enough to run on low atten‐

tion. 



Chapter 3 — Kill your rate card

A flat rate is wrong in both directions at once.

It overcharges the easy jobs — so you lose them to someone who priced the ease.

And  it  undercharges  the  brutal  ones  — so  you  win  them and  they  eat  your

margin, your weekend, and your will to live. One job is a single beautiful stop in

a town worth the drive. The next is twenty-five stops in a two-day sprint. Same

rate for both? That’s not fairness. That’s malpractice against yourself.

This is how I price every service I run: by context, quoted fast, with quality never

on the table. Kill the rate card. Build a machine instead.

The idea: price the context, not the task

The triangle of three

Speed, money, quality. Every job optimizes two of them, and the third one bends.

That’s not a slogan — it’s a constraint you can hand to the client so pricing stops

being a fight.

Give people the triangle and the whole conversation changes. They’re no longer

haggling you down; they’re choosing which corner matters to them. Want it fast

and cheap? Then quality bends — and I don’t bend that one, so that combination

isn’t  on  my  menu,  and  now  they  know  why.  Want  it  fast  and  excellent?

Wonderful — that costs, and here’s the number.

The move is to  declare your fixed corner out loud. Mine is quality. I can go

genuinely fast — I’ve built the systems to — but fast is not cheap, and I will

never make something fast by making it worse. Saying that up front does two

things: it sets the price expectation honestly, and it tells the client exactly what

kind of business they’re hiring. The people who want cheap-and-fast self-select

out, which is a gift, because they were never going to be happy with your number

anyway.
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Find your four levers

Every service has a small  handful of context variables that  actually move the

cost. Not ten. Usually about four. Name yours and quoting turns from anxiety

into arithmetic.

For most service work, the four levers rhyme with these:

Scope or mix — what’s stacked on top of the base job.

Volume — one hero job versus twenty-five doors.

Location and travel — the town worth the drive versus the one that isn’t.

Notice — booked three weeks ahead versus booked at 9 p.m. for tomorrow.

Yours might be slightly different. Find them by looking backward, not forward:

pull your last ten jobs and ask what actually made some of them cost you more.

The levers reveal themselves. Once you’ve named them, quoting is just: read the

levers, do the arithmetic, send the number.

Booking-first intake

Here’s a rule that will save you from your own website: never hardcode prices

into surfaces that are hard to change. No prices on the website, the brochure,

the printed flyer, the PDF. The moment you print a number, you’ve frozen it —

and your costs, your levers, and your market don’t freeze with it.

Instead,  route  every  inquiry  to  an  intake that  collects  exactly  the  fields  your

levers need, then reply with a real number. A pre-filled email template does this

for free — you don’t need software. The magic is that your prices now live in

your inbox, where they can change per job, instead of in your marketing, where

changing them means a reprint and a wince. Prices change in the inbox, not on

the billboard.

When to keep the rate card

I need to contradict my own chapter title, because I run a business that violates it

and pretending otherwise would make the rest of this untrustworthy.

My real estate photography business has a rate card. A published one. Stan‐

dard listing, standard price, no conversation.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Here’s why, and the reason generalizes. Killing the rate card buys you room to

price the context — but you only collect on that room if the conversation creates

something. With agents, it doesn’t. They’re repeat buyers on a standardized job,

working against a listing date somebody else set, and what they actually want is

to know the number in four seconds and get back to their day. A custom quote

costs me fifteen minutes and costs them a decision they didn’t want to make.

Multiply that by a couple of hundred shoots a year and the “flexible” version is

just a tax I’m paying on my own time.

Event photography is the opposite. No two events are the same job, the levers

move enormously between them, and the conversation is where I find out what

the night is actually for. That conversation regularly turns a one-night booking

into three more things they didn’t know they could ask me for. There, haggling

isn’t friction — it’s discovery, and killing the rate card is worth every minute.

So the real rule isn’t “never publish a price.” It’s:

Kill  the  rate  card  where  the  conversation  creates  value.  Keep  it  where  the

conversation only costs time.

The tells for keeping one:

Repeat buyers on a standardized job. They’ve bought before, they’ll buy

again, and the job barely varies. The relationship is already built; the quote

isn’t building it.

The levers barely move. If  your four context variables land in a narrow

band for ninety percent of these jobs, you’re doing arithmetic to arrive at the

same answer every time.

Speed of  the yes  matters  more than the size  of  it. Somebody working

against a deadline they didn’t choose will pay a fair fixed number instantly

and resent a good custom one that takes a day.

Your volume makes the quoting time material. Fifteen minutes is nothing

once and three working weeks a year at two hundred jobs.

And one piece of evidence I didn’t expect. Most of my agents tip me. On a pub‐

lished, fixed, transparent price — in a business-to-business relationship, where

tipping isn’t a norm at all. That took me a while to understand, and I think what it

means is this: a fixed fair price with no haggling doesn’t read as cheap, it reads as

• 

• 

• 

• 
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not being worked over. The number stops being a negotiation and the relationship

gets to be about the work. People pay extra for that more often than they’ll pay

extra for a bespoke quote.

Which is  the honest  caveat  on my own advice:  I  can’t  prove the rate card is

leaving nothing on the table. It might be. What I can say is that the money I’d

theoretically capture by pricing every listing individually is smaller than the time

it  would  cost,  and  the  tips  suggest  the  relationship  isn’t  suffering.  That  is  a

judgment, not a measurement, and yours may come out differently.

Quote speed is part of the product

The  client  who  emails  three  vendors  hires  the  one  who  answers  with  a  real

number first. Not the cheapest. The first with a real number.

This is counterintuitive and it’s worth internalizing, because it means quote speed

is not customer service — it’s  product. If your intake collects the right fields,

same-day quoting is  easy,  and a  same-day quote  reads  as  competence  before

you’ve done a single minute of the actual work. You’ve demonstrated that you’re

organized, responsive, and sure of your value, all before the job starts. The slow,

cautious vendor who “needs to think about it and get back to you next week” has

already lost, and they don’t know why.

Reward prepared clients

A prepared client is genuinely cheaper for you to serve — fewer surprises, fewer

redos, fewer 9 p.m. “quick question” calls. So price that.

Give clients a readiness checklist before the work, and let their preparation show

up in the number. This isn’t a discount — framing it as a discount teaches them to

haggle. It’s pricing reduced risk. The prepared client costs you less, so they pay

less; the chaotic one costs you more, so they pay more. Both are being priced

fairly, by context. And the checklist itself does double duty — it’s exactly the

kind of shareable tool Chapter 4 is about. The thing that makes your job cheaper

is also the thing that markets you.
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Know your actual cost

Pricing the context tells you what to charge. This is its twin: knowing what the

thing actually  costs you — because you can’t hold a confident number if you

don’t know your own floor underneath it.

Most  people quote a  cost  the way a customer sees it.  “That  event  costs  four

thousand dollars.” But four thousand is a  price, or a budget — it isn’t the cost.

The actual cost is what leaves your pocket to deliver it: the day-of expenses, the

things you truly have to buy. Everything between that number and the price is

margin and maneuvering room, and most operators never separate the two, so

they can’t see either.

Once you split them, two moves open up. First, you can manage the cost down

before the day arrives. Costs incurred at the last minute are always the highest

— the rushed rental, the emergency hire, the premium on “I need it tonight.” The

same inputs bought early, planned, or prepped are cheaper, sometimes dramati‐

cally. Half of what looks like the cost of a thing is really the cost of deciding late.

Move the  decisions  forward  and  the  real  number  drops  without  touching  the

price.

Second, you can  fund new elements out of elements you already have. The

gear a past job paid for, the relationship that gets you a favor, the deposit on this

event that  buys the equipment for the next — existing assets underwrite new

ones,  so a  new thing’s  real  cost  to  you is  a  fraction of  its  sticker.  That’s  the

flywheel  again,  aimed  at  your  own  P&L:  nothing  is  bought  from  zero  if

something you already own can carry part of it.

So make it a reflex. Whatever the number in front of you, ask what does this ac‐

tually cost me — not what it’s priced at, not what it costs a customer, but what

leaves my hands to make it happen. The gap between the two is where the whole

business lives.

The costs that never hit the invoice

Seeing your real cost tempts you toward the opposite error: cutting it ruthlessly,

everywhere, because every dollar you don’t spend looks like a dollar you keep. It

isn’t, always. Some costs, when you cut them, quietly raise every other cost you

have — and those second-order costs never show up on the invoice you were

trying to shrink.
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Swap the reliable partner for a cheaper one and you’ve saved a line item and

bought a new tax in worry, rework, and the reputational hit of one blown job.

Strip the budget on the thing customers actually feel and you save a little now

and repay it in churn, in the referral that doesn’t come, in the review you can’t

undelete. Skimp on the tool your operation runs on and the savings get eaten by

the hours you now spend fighting it. These are real costs. They’re just non-mone‐

tary at the moment you incur them, which is exactly why the ruthless cost-cutter

never sees them coming — they’re not in the column being cut.

So the discipline isn’t “spend more.” It’s the same reflex as knowing your actual

cost, turned the other way: before you cut, ask what does this cut actually cost me

— not just the dollars it saves, but the trust, attention, quality, and future room-

to-move it spends. A cost that buys a non-monetary asset — a partner who covers

you, a customer who comes back, a system that runs without you — is often the

cheapest money in the whole operation, and the last thing you should touch. Cut

the fat; keep the load-bearing walls. The entire skill is telling which is which be‐

fore the roof tells you.

Zoom out and this is really a warning about running the business on the numbers

you can  see and nothing else  — one of  the  specific  dangers  Deming named

directly. He called it “running a company on visible figures alone,” and he listed

it as one of a handful of habits nearly guaranteed to sink an otherwise sound

operation. Margin, close rate, cost per job — real, worth tracking, and still not the

whole business. The trust a referral runs on, the reputation that let you skip the

cold-outreach years, the goodwill that buys you patience the one time you’re late

—  none  of  that  has  a  line  item,  and  a  spreadsheet  that  only  counts  what’s

countable will happily tell you cutting it was free. It wasn’t. It just hadn’t sent the

invoice yet. Run the visible numbers. Just don’t mistake them for the whole truth,

and  don’t  let  a  quarter  of  good-looking  figures  talk  you  into  a  decision  the

unknowable ones would have talked you out of.

Effort isn’t the product

Here’s the mistake that pairs with mispricing cost, and it runs the other direction:

charging by how hard you worked instead of what the work is worth. The

client didn’t buy your hours or your sweat or your standards. They bought an out‐

come — a result that solves their problem — and they pay for the size of that

outcome, not the size of your effort. Which cuts two ways, and you need both.
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Upward: price the outcome, and it is almost always worth more than the number

in your head, because the number in your head is anchored to your comfort and

the client is paying for their  result. Downward — and this is the one operators

resist — a great deal of the effort you pour in never reaches the outcome at all.

There is a last slice of precision on most jobs, the final polish, the detail only you

would ever catch, that lives entirely in your own head and shows up nowhere in

what the client receives or values. I’ll put a rough number on it, because it’s more

true than it has any right to be: you can deliver most things at something like

eighty percent of your maximum precision and effort, and most of the time

no one on the other side can tell the difference — because the missing twenty

percent was never visible in the outcome they bought.

Call it the perfection tax: real hours you spend, at real cost, on a quality the client

can’t see and didn’t order. It feels like craft. Often it’s just anxiety with a tool in

its hand. The discipline isn’t to get sloppy — it’s to spend your effort where it

registers in the outcome, deliver the version that fully solves the problem, price it

for the result, and pocket the difference in time and sanity. Then reserve your

genuine, maximal, no-corners precision for the rare job where that last twenty

percent is the whole point and the client would feel its absence. Those jobs are

real, and they’re rarer than your perfectionism wants you to believe. Knowing

which is which — that’s the judgment they’re actually paying for.

Two prices: full, and free

Everything  above  is  about  landing  on  a  confident  number.  This  is  about

defending it: never discount. A discount is a confession. The moment you knock

money off to save a deal, you’ve told that client — and every client they talk to

— that your first number was a bluff, a starting position in a negotiation you

didn’t know you were in.  You don’t win the job so much as teach the whole

market to wait for the sale a confident business never runs. The damage isn’t the

margin you gave up on this one; it’s that your price has permanently become a

question instead of an answer.

So hold to exactly  two prices: full, and free. Full price for the world — the

number you set by context, held without flinching. And  free, occasionally, as a

deliberate  gift to  someone  who’s  already  earned  the  relationship  —  not  a

markdown, a present, and named as one out loud so it can’t be mistaken for a

crack in your pricing. Nothing lives in between. “Just this once,” “friends rate,”

“since it’s you” — those aren’t kindness, they’re the slow slide into being the
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cheap option, and cheap is a hole you do not climb back out of. If a number needs

to move to win the work, move the scope, not the price: take something off the

job so the smaller number still buys full-price-quality work. The price per unit of

value  never  bends.  That’s  not  stubbornness.  It’s  the  only  way  the  confident

number you just built survives contact with a client who asks, “is that your best?”

The work: build your quoting machine

The full worksheet is in workbook/01-quoting-machine.md. It’s an afternoon

of work that changes every job that comes after it. Three moves:

Diagnose — your last ten jobs already know the answer. Pull them. Write what

each one  actually cost you in hours, travel, and aggravation. Mark which ones

your flat rate overcharged (you probably lost the ones like them) and which it

undercharged (those are the ones that hurt).  Extract your four levers from the

pattern. Declare your fixed triangle corner in one sentence.

Build — the machine is an email template and a promise. Delete every price

from surfaces that are hard to update;  route them to intake instead. Write the

intake ask: five fields maximum, capturing your levers (a pre-filled mailto works

fine).  Write  your  triangle  explainer  in  your  own  words,  for  clients  —  two

sentences,  no jargon. Template your quote reply so a real  number can go out

same-day. Create the client readiness checklist that cuts your delivery cost.

Run — prove it on the next five quotes. Price them by context and track your

close rate against your rate-card era. Watch specifically for the jobs you  would

have lost before — the easy work, now priced fairly, that starts winning. After

five quotes, revisit the levers: promote the ones that moved real numbers, drop

the ones that didn’t.

Notice the shape: a hypothesis (context pricing will close better than flat pricing),

a cheap test (the next five quotes), an honest evaluation (close rate, measured,

against the old way). It’s the Chapter 1 loop wearing a pricing costume. It always

is.
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The honest close

Pricing  is  where  most  service  businesses  quietly  bleed,  and  it’s  the  easiest

bleeding to stop — you don’t need more customers or a better market, you need

to  stop  charging  the  same number  for  a  beautiful  single  stop  and  a  two-day

twenty-five-door slog.

Build the machine. Run your five quotes. If you want a second brain on your four

levers  — which  context  actually  moves  your  costs,  where  your  fixed  corner

really is — that’s a good conversation and the first one’s free. But the machine is

yours to build, and once it’s built, it runs without me.

Next: that readiness checklist you just built is more powerful than you think. It’s

not a form. It’s an advertisement that doesn’t feel like one.
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Chapter 4 — Give away the checklist

You are reading the technique right now.

This book has no email gate. It doesn’t stop halfway and ask you to buy the rest.

The reading list  at  the back has no affiliate links.  I’m giving away the entire

method for free — and by the time you’ve used it, hiring me is just the next box

to  check,  for  the  people  who  want  that.  That’s  not  an  accident.  That’s  the

technique, demonstrated on you, in real time.

The most valuable marketing asset a service business can own is the answer to

the question clients always ask — written down, genuinely useful, and free. This

chapter is how to build one, in about a week.

The idea: the tool is the ad

Teach first, sell last

Give the knowledge away. No email gate, no teaser-then-paywall, no “enter your

email to unlock the last three tips.” The generosity is the credibility.

Think  about  what  happens  on  the  other  end.  A  prospect  who  arrives  having

already used  your  checklist  trusts  you before  you’ve  spoken.  They need  less

selling, they waste less of your intake time, and they’ve pre-qualified themselves

— they went and used the thing, so they’re serious. Compare that to a cold lead

who found your ad. It isn’t close.

So keep every sales pitch at the very end, and make it soft. If they can do the

whole thing themselves after reading your tool — wonderful, genuinely. That’s a

person who now associates competence with your name and will send you the

ones  who  don’t want  to  do  it  themselves.  And if  they  read  it  and  feel  over‐

whelmed by the doing? You’re right there, at the bottom, with one clear way to

reach you. Teach first. Sell last. Sometimes don’t sell at all, and win anyway.
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The formula

Every effective giveaway tool has the same skeleton. You’re reading it — so let

me name the bones:

A philosophy line. Why this matters, in one sentence, memorable enough to

repeat. (“Price the context, not the task.” “Adjacency beats new.”) The why

comes before the checklist, always.

One mental  model they’ll  tell  a  friend  about.  The  30-day  window.  The

triangle of three. Give them one idea with a handle on it.

The checklist itself — in the customer’s language. Not what you know; what

they do. The steps as they experience them.

An honest close — with exactly one call to action, pre-filled with the fields

you need.

That’s  it.  Philosophy,  model,  checklist,  close.  You  can  build  one  in  a  week,

because the skeleton is already done — you’re holding it. Every chapter of this

book is that skeleton. Every guide I’ve ever published is that skeleton. Once you

see it, you can’t unsee it, and you’ll build your first tool faster than you’d believe.

Co-brand it, and partners market it for you

Here’s the advanced move, and it feels backwards until you watch it work:  let

your referral partners put their name on your tool.

Their branding first, yours as a quiet credit at the bottom. A “prepared by” line,

not a billboard. It feels like you’re giving away credit you earned — until you

notice what’s actually happening. Every partner who hands out “their” checklist

is vouching for you to their entire client list. They’re not sharing your marketing;

they’re sharing their own, which happens to be built on your expertise, with your

name on the bottom where the curious ones will find it. The highest compliment

a tool can earn is someone else handing it out as theirs. Engineer for that compli‐

ment.

Paper is a distribution channel

We forget this in a world of links: a printed checklist, handed across a table, is

marketing that doesn’t feel like marketing.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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So  make  the  tool  print  beautifully  —  blank  checkboxes,  no  screen  clutter,

readable in black and white — and put a small QR code on the printout that

reopens the digital version. Now it travels both ways. The digital one gets shared

in inboxes; the paper one gets handed over at kitchen tables and job sites and

front desks, where a link would never reach. A physical object with your quiet

credit on it sits on someone’s counter for a week. An ad gets scrolled past in half

a second.

Honesty is a feature

State your minimum standards. Name what the tool doesn’t cover. Admit what it

can’t fix.

Every  honest  limitation  makes  everything  else  more  believable  —  the  same

mechanism as naming what your business doesn’t do (you’ll meet it as the honest

exclusion  in  the  adjacency  play),  pointed  at  a  document  instead.  And  the

prospects a limitation turns away were never going to be your clients; you just

found out cheaply, before they became a problem. The tool’s job is not to catch

everyone. Its job is to make the right people certain. A tool that promises every‐

thing  convinces  no  one.  A  tool  that  says  “here’s  exactly  what  this  does  and

doesn’t do” convinces the people who matter.

The work: ship your first tool in a week

Full worksheet in workbook/02-ship-a-tool-in-a-week.md. The rule up top:

done beats perfect. Version two ships after real people use version one. Three

moves across seven days:

Write it (days 1–3). Pick the single question clients ask you most — the one you

answer on every call. Write the answer as a checklist in the customer’s words:

what  they do, not what you know. Add the philosophy sentence at the top. Add

one mental model they can carry away. Name one honest limitation inside the

tool.

Build it (days 4–5). Put it on one page with exactly one call to action at the end

— an email pre-filled with your intake fields (see Chapter 3; it’s the same intake).

No email gate, no signup wall — the whole point is generosity. Make it print

clean: blank boxes, no navigation, black and white. Then read it out loud once,

and rewrite or cut every sentence that sounds like a brochure.
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Spread it (days 6–7, and forever). Send it personally to ten past clients with one

line: “made this, thought of you.” Offer a co-branded version to your top three

referral partners — their name on top. Hand the printed version out where your

customers  already are.  Track one number:  how many inquiries  arrive  already

having used the tool. And watch for the moment people start repeatedly asking a

new question — that’s tool number two, telling you it wants to exist.

The honest close

This is one of the most important chapters in the book for a specific reason: it’s

the engine that funds the flywheel. Every adjacent business you’ll build in Part

III needs trust to inherit — and the tool is how you manufacture trust at scale, for

free, while you sleep. Productize your knowledge and the selling mostly does

itself, across every business you run, forever.

Build your first tool this week. Read it out loud. Cut the brochure sentences. If

you want a second brain on which question to answer first, or how to structure

the co-brand so partners actually use it  — you know where I am. But you’re

holding the proof that you can do it yourself, so mostly: go build the thing.

Next: you’ve built a business worth referring, priced it right, and made a tool that

markets it for free. There’s still exactly one bottleneck left. It’s you.
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Chapter 5 — Scaling solo: your second
brain

The ceiling on a solo business is your own hours. There’s no trick that gets you

past that, and there’s no amount of “productivity” that adds a tenth hour to a nine-

hour day. The wall is real, and if your business works, you will hit it.

The way through isn’t working more. It’s an executive or virtual assistant with

real authority. This chapter is how I work with mine: the trust levels, the shared

platform, the one rule that carries the whole system, and — in the appendix —

the actual working agreement we operate from, free for you to steal.

Start with the observation that makes all of it possible:  almost all of the pre-

work in a service business happens over email. The coordination, the schedul‐

ing, the confirmations, the drafts, the follow-ups. Which means it doesn’t have to

happen through you.

The idea: authority, visibility, and one rule

You are the bottleneck — that’s a diagnosis, not an insult

A solo operator caps out at their own waking hours. But look closely at what fills

those hours, and most of it isn’t the craft — the thing you’re actually good at and

got into this to do. Most of it is coordination that happens entirely over email and

screens.

That’s the good news hiding in the bad news. Coordination that lives on a screen

can be done by someone else, anywhere. Your first hire isn’t a worker who does a

slice of your craft. It’s a second brain that takes the coordination off your plate

so your hours go to the work only you can do. Naming yourself as the bottleneck

isn’t an insult. It’s the diagnosis that points straight at the cure.

Trust is built in levels, not leaps

The thing that makes delegation feel dangerous is the mental image of handing

someone the keys and hoping. Don’t do that. Nobody should do that. Trust isn’t a

leap; it’s a set of levels, and you widen them on a schedule.
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Here’s the framework — three colors, and you’ll use them for the rest of your

operating life:

Green — act autonomously. Low risk, reversible, routine, easy to correct.

Scheduling,  confirmations,  follow-ups,  organizing  information,  small

approved purchases. Use your judgment, act, close the loop.

Yellow — use judgment and inform me. A choice between reasonable op‐

tions,  a  meaningful  schedule change,  a  moderate unplanned expense.  The

script is:  “Here’s what’s happening. I recommend X because Y. Unless you

disagree, I’ll proceed.” Action moves; you stay informed.

Red — show me before it goes out. Money, sensitive relationships, reputa‐

tion, anything hard to reverse. High-touch messages, commitments, legal or

personnel matters. Prepare the strongest draft you can, then bring it to me.

You don’t hand over trust in one terrifying motion. You widen the Green zone,

month by month. Something that  was  Yellow last  month,  handled  well  five

times, becomes Green this month. The zone visibly grows, both people can see it

growing, and the growth itself is the relationship working.

One platform you both can see

Everything — tasks, notes, decisions, drafts — flows to a single shared platform

that both of you can see. Not a private DM thread, not a folder in your head. One

place.

Access  starts  narrow  (calendar,  tasks,  email  drafts)  and  widens  as  trust

compounds, exactly like the Green zone. The rule that keeps it honest: if it isn’t

on the platform, it didn’t happen. Nothing important lives in someone’s memo‐

ry or a side conversation. This sounds bureaucratic and it isn’t — it’s what lets

your second brain actually operate as a brain, because they can see the whole

board instead of guessing at the half you remembered to mention.

The one rule that carries the whole system

If  you  take  one  sentence  from  this  chapter,  take  this  one,  because  it  runs

everything else:

I prefer an imperfect early flag over a polished late surprise.

• 

• 

• 
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Mistakes get surfaced fast and stated plainly: what happened, the impact, what’s

already been done to contain it, the recommended next step. No sitting on bad

news because you’re worried how the other person will react. The sooner either

of you points at a problem, the cheaper it is to fix.

And it runs in both directions. Your assistant is explicitly allowed to say “I think

these two instructions conflict,” and “you may be the blocker on this,” and “this

changed from what we agreed — which way should I go?” That’s not overstep‐

ping. That is the job, done well. A second brain that can’t tell you you’re wrong is

just a mirror, and you don’t need another one of those.

High-octane mode needs a filter

Founders think out loud.  I  do it  constantly.  A single message from me might

contain an assignment, a commitment, an idea, a worry, and three sentences of

background context — all in one breathless paragraph. If your assistant treats all

of it as tasks, they’ll drown, and they’ll bury the one thing that actually mattered

under six things that didn’t.

So teach your assistant — and the AI tools they use — to sort each message into

buckets:  Act (clearly  assigned,  ready  to  go),  Approval (needs  your  review),

Confirm (might be a request, not explicit enough to assume), Watch (matters, no

action yet),  Context (background), and  Ideas (possibilities, not commitments).

Three rules make the sorting reliable: excitement is not priority. An idea is not an

assignment. Mentioning a person is not permission to contact them. Those three

sentences prevent  about  ninety percent  of  the ways an eager  assistant  can go

wrong.

The rhythm keeps it human

Trust compounds on a cadence, so put the cadence on the calendar:

A brief  daily  update — bullets,  only  what’s  useful.  What  moved,  what

needs you, what’s blocked. Some days won’t need one.

A protected weekly check-in — decisions,  blockers,  priorities.  And your

assistant  has  explicit  permission to put it  back on the calendar when you

cancel it, because you will cancel it, and it’s the most important half-hour of

the week.

A monthly conversation about the role, not the tasks — workload, auton‐

omy, tools, and yes, compensation as scope grows. Raising it isn’t disloyal.

• 

• 

• 
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It’s  the system working.  A second brain that  quietly resents  the deal  is  a

second brain on its way out the door.

One thing to keep out of that  conversation,  on purpose:  don’t turn it  into a

score. No numeric rating, no ranking against some imagined other assistant, no

“here’s your grade this month.” Deming — a third time in this chapter, because

he spent as much energy attacking bad management as he spent building good

systems — considered the annual performance review one of the most destructive

habits an organization could have, precisely because it does this: the moment a

check-in becomes a scored review, the incentive quietly flips from surface prob‐

lems early to  look good this month, and those two goals are not the same goal.

You’ll get better-sounding updates and worse information, which is the opposite

of what the whole flag rule is for. Talk about the role, the trust, the friction, the

fit. Leave the scorecard out of it entirely.

The work: from bottleneck to second brain

Full worksheet in  workbook/03-bottleneck-to-second-brain.md. The rule

up top: trust compounds monthly — start narrower than feels impressive. Three

moves:

Set up the visibility (before the first task is ever delegated). Pick one shared

platform and route everything into it. Define starting access — calendar, tasks,

drafting first; money and sensitive accounts later, earned. Write your Green list

(ten routine things they act on without asking) and your Red list (the things you

always see first). Post the flag rule where you’ll both see it daily.

Delegate for real (week one). List every task you did last week that happened

entirely  over  email  or  a  screen.  Hand  three  Green  items  over  completely  —

including  the  authority  to  finish  them,  not  just  the  busywork  with  you  still

holding the pen. Write the working agreement down and share it (steal mine from

the appendix). Set the daily-brief format. Then the hard part: resist re-doing their

work. When something’s wrong, correct the system, not the task — which is pure

Deming, and it’s the difference between building a second brain and hovering

over an expensive assistant.

Grow the trust (every month after). Protect the weekly check-in. Move at least

one Yellow item to Green each month — the zone should visibly widen. Hold the

monthly  role  conversation.  Put  the  scope-and-compensation  review  on  the
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calendar so it  happens by design,  not by awkwardness.  Ask what would help

them succeed before it becomes a problem — early visibility again, pointed at the

relationship this time.

A note on the mistake protocol

The reason “correct the system, not the task” matters enough to repeat: it comes

straight from Deming, whose whole argument is that quality is a property of the

system, not the worker. When something goes wrong, the lazy move is to blame

the person and re-do it yourself. The move that actually scales is to ask what

about the process allowed the mistake, and fix that — so it can’t recur, for any‐

one, ever. Blame the process, fix the process. It’s in the working agreement in the

appendix, in plain language, because it’s the difference between an assistant who

stays scared and one who grows into a genuine second brain.

“A bad system will beat a good person every time.” It’s Deming’s line, not mine, and

it’s the whole chapter in nine words. Hire the best assistant alive and drop them into a

broken process, and the process wins. Fix the system and an  ordinary effort starts

producing  good  results,  reliably,  from  whoever’s  running  it.  If  a  mistake  keeps

recurring, stop asking who keeps making it and start asking what keeps allowing it.

And here’s the mechanism underneath the flag rule — also Deming, from the

same 14 Points as the mistake protocol above, where he named it  “drive out

fear.” Not fear of failure in the abstract — fear of  you, specifically, in the mo‐

ment someone has to tell you something went wrong. A scared assistant doesn’t

stop making mistakes; they just stop telling you about them, which means the in‐

formation  that  could  have  fixed  the  system  never  reaches  the  one  person

positioned to fix it. That’s the real cost of a blown-up reaction to bad news — not

the awkward five minutes, but every piece of bad news you never hear again after

that. Drive the fear out on purpose: react to an early flag with something closer to

gratitude than irritation, every single time, even when the mistake is expensive,

especially when it’s expensive — because that’s the reaction being tested, and the

test  only runs once. Get it  wrong and the flags quietly stop coming, and you

won’t even notice, because silence looks exactly like things going well right up

until it doesn’t.
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The honest close

This is the chapter that turns a good business into an idling one — and an idling

business  is  what  funds the next  spoke (which is  the whole move of  Part  III,

coming up next). You cannot architect a flywheel while you’re the bottleneck in

every single transaction. The second brain is what buys back the attention the

architecture requires.

Set up the visibility. Hand over three real Green items this week — authority

included. Steal the working agreement in the appendix; replace the names; make

it yours. If you want help designing the delegation — what to hand off first, how

to write your own version of the agreement — that’s a good conversation. But the

framework is all here, and it’s built to be run without me.

Next: you’ve made one business excellent and cheap enough to idle. That’s your

platform — the whole point of Part II. Now the fun part: growing the wheel. And

it starts with the business already hiding right next to this one.
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P A R T  I I I  

Grow the Flywheel 

Three ways a new spoke appears: the business

next to you, the one your past built, and the one

you don’t have to own. 



Chapter 6 — Find the business hiding next
to yours

Right now, a stranger is serving your customers.

Not the customers you lost — the ones you kept. The person whose house you

cleaned  is  hiring  a  painter  this  month.  The  couple  whose  cake  you baked  is

renting  chairs  and  a  tent.  The  seller  whose  photos  you  shot  is  about  to  pay

someone else to stage the place. Those purchases are happening anyway. The

only question is whether the trust you already earned gets used — or wasted on a

stranger who did nothing to earn it.

This chapter is the audit I use to find the adjacent business, decide whether it

deserves to exist, and wire it into a flywheel instead of just adding a second job.

It  takes  about  twenty  minutes  to  read and check through.  Everything in  it  is

something I run, not something I read.

The idea: adjacency beats new

The 30-day window

Every customer who buys your service buys related services within about thirty

days  of  it  —  right  before,  or  right  after.  This  is  the  single  most  important

observation in the book, so sit with it: the demand already exists, the customer

already trusts  you,  and the timing is  already tight.  You are not  hunting for  a

market. You are standing in one and looking the wrong direction.

Make the list. What does someone buy in the thirty days before they need you?

What do they buy in the thirty days after? That window is your map.

Same body, different lenses

If you want to feel adjacency in your hands, think about a photographer. Real

estate, events, portraits — those are different jobs that solve different problems,

and each one wants a different  lens. The wide architectural lens that makes a

room look right is the wrong tool for a dance floor; the zoom that catches a whole
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event  from the  back  of  the  room is  wrong  for  a  headshot.  Different  lenses,

different specialties — that’s adjacency: a set of related services, each with its

own tool and its own promise.

But here’s the part that makes it a system instead of a pile of gear: every one of

those lenses mounts on the same camera body. The body is the thing you actual‐

ly invested in — the skill, the platform, the reputation, the way you work. The

lenses are cheap by comparison, and you swap them as the job demands. That’s

the whole flywheel in one object: one body, many lenses. Find your camera body

— the core capability everything else bolts onto — and the adjacent businesses

stop looking like new companies and start looking like new lenses for a body you

already own. (We’ll come back to this in the final chapter, where the body has a

name: the skeleton.)

Adjacency in the wild

Once you’re looking for it, you see it everywhere — and you see the sharp opera‐

tors doubling down on it as it reveals itself. A favorite of mine: a golf-simulator

bar sitting directly beneath a financial-advisory office. On paper those two have

nothing to do with each other. In practice they serve the same person, in the same

building, in overlapping moods — the round of virtual golf and the conversation

about the portfolio are both what a certain kind of client does with a certain kind

of afternoon — and over time the two didn’t just coexist, they leaned into each

other,  until  an  adjacency that  started  as  coincidence  reads,  to  any regular,  as

obvious. Nobody drew that seam in advance. The market drew it, and the smart

operators noticed and built toward it instead of away. Watch for the adjacency the

world is already revealing about your own work; it’s usually more honest than the

one you’d have designed.

The other flavor of adjacency isn’t next door — it’s hiding inside your own oper‐

ation. Take the claim that some neighborhoods are “food deserts.” I don’t fully

buy  it,  and  adjacency  is  why:  those  neighborhoods  almost  always  still  have

restaurants  operating  in  them,  and  a  working  restaurant  is  already  doing  the

hardest part of a grocery — sourcing food, moving it, keeping it cold, bringing it

in reliably and at volume. The capability is  present. What’s missing is that no‐

body has operationalized the restaurant to also be retail — to sell the same ingre‐

dients it already buys, to become a communal food space instead of only a plated

one. That’s not a new business dropped from the sky; it’s an adjacent lens on a

camera  body  that’s  already  sitting  in  the  neighborhood.  (I  think  the  largest
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version of that idea is a real dent in food access, which is exactly why it lives in

the ventures notebook and not this paragraph — it deserves its own build, not a

mention in passing.)

Adjacent means the referral is free

Here’s why “adjacent” matters and “new” doesn’t.

Starting a  second, unrelated business means starting from zero all over again:

cold audience, cold trust, cold acquisition. You’ve done it once; you know how

much it  cost.  An  adjacent business  inherits  everything.  The customer already

knows you. The referral is one sentence. Your cost to acquire that next customer

rounds down to nothing, because you’re not acquiring them — you’re already

standing next to them, mid-transaction, with trust in the bank.

In my own portfolio, every client of one business is a warm lead for another. I

don’t  run  cold  outreach  between  them.  The  ecosystem  does  the  introducing,

because I built it to.

Idle mode is the prize

Read this part twice, because it’s where people go wrong: the goal is not to run

two jobs.

If all you do is bolt a second business onto your two hands, you haven’t built a

flywheel — you’ve built a second job and handed it to the one person who was

already at capacity. The point is to build the first business into systems — check‐

lists, booking-first intake, reliable partners — until it can earn at low attention.

Idle  mode.  Then  its  cash  and  its  reputation  fund  the  next  spoke,  while  you

architect instead of grind.

Some of my businesses make money while they sleep. That’s not a brag; it’s the

mechanism.  The  idling  business  is  what  pays  for  building  the  next  one.  A

business that requires all of you all the time can never fund a second — it can

only consume you. So the first move in building the second business is almost

always to systematize the first one until it doesn’t need you as much. That’s the

whole job of Part  II  — and Chapter 4 (turn your knowledge into a tool) and

Chapter 5 (hand off the coordination), which you worked through to get here, are

largely about how.
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Draw the seams on purpose

Adjacency fails when it blurs. The failure mode is two businesses that sort of

overlap, sort of compete, and confuse everyone including you.

The fix is to say exactly where one business ends and the next begins — publicly.

In my own portfolio, one business provides the cameras while a partner provides

the sound and the projection, and we say so, out loud, on the website.  Clean

seams read as confidence. They prevent you from overcommitting to things you

can’t  deliver.  And  —  this  is  the  part  people  miss  —  they  let  your  partners

promote you without fear,  because they can see you’re not  going to eat  their

lunch.  A blurry seam makes every partner  a  nervous competitor.  A clean one

makes them a referral source.

The honest exclusion

The fastest credibility move in any service business costs you nothing and most

people are too afraid to make it: name what you don’t do, out loud.

“We don’t do weddings.” “We don’t do commercial.” Whatever it is — say it.

Two things happen. First, every claim you do keep gets more believable, because

you’ve  just  proven  you’ll  tell  people  no.  A  business  that  does  everything  is

trusted for nothing. Second — and this is the flywheel move — the specialists in

the space you just excluded become your biggest referrers, because you are now

provably not competing with them. The exclusion isn’t a limit on your business.

It’s a referral engine pointed at your partners, and a trust signal pointed at your

customers, in one sentence.

Meet them where they already are

Adjacency answers  what to  build next.  There’s  a  quieter  version of  the same

instinct that answers where to show up — and it bites hardest for the businesses

that look like they least need it.

Take a bank. On paper a bank has its adjacencies fully mapped: checking leads to

mortgages leads to insurance leads to wealth management, the whole pipeline is

well documented, and most banks already own every spoke of it. So growth isn’t

a what problem for them — it’s a presence problem. A bank earns on the deposits

and relationships sitting in its reserves, and those come from community trust;
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but the institution is buttoned-up and closed by design, waiting in a fluorescent

lobby for people to walk in. The demand is out in the community. The bank is

not.

The move is to go where the people already are instead of waiting for them to

come to you. A booth at the farmers market. A folding table at the town festival

where you can actually open an account or answer a real question. A pop-up at

the little-league fields. None of it is a new product — the products were always

covered. It’s the same offer, carried into the room where trust actually gets built,

because a relationship that starts on a Saturday morning between the tomatoes

and  the  kettle  corn  is  worth  more  than  one  that  starts  with  a  form  under

fluorescent lights.

You don’t have to be a bank for this to pay. Wherever your customers already

gather — a market, an event, a venue, a feed — showing up there is cheaper than

making them find you, and it binds you to the community in a way no ad can buy.

And the cheapest version isn’t a booth at all — it’s you, placed on purpose. I go

to the farmers market as an ordinary patron, buy my vegetables, and fall into a

dozen unhurried conversations with people who now know my face and what I

do. I’ve made real money working out of coffee shops — not because the coffee

is magic, but because I have to eat and I have to work somewhere, and doing both

in public turns two things I’d do anyway into a standing, no-cost advertisement.

People see you working, ask what you’re working on, and the answer is your

pitch delivered without ever pitching. You overhear the opportunity two tables

over. You stay a familiar face in exactly the rooms where people are already in

run-the-errands, solve-the-problem frame of mind — the moment they’re most

receptive to remembering you exist. None of it costs a dollar you weren’t already

spending. That’s the whole trick: put your ordinary life where your customers

already are, and presence stops being a line item and becomes a byproduct of liv‐

ing.

The  adjacency  audit  asks  what  business  hides  next  to  yours.  This  asks  the

companion question:  where does your customer already stand, and are you

standing there with them?
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The work: the adjacency audit

The full worksheet is in workbook/04-adjacency-audit.md — print it, do it in

one sitting, because momentum matters here. It runs in three moves:

Map (facts first, opinions later). List every service your customers buy within

thirty days before or after yours — aim for at least ten. Mark the ones you could

deliver at your current quality bar within ninety days. Cross out anything that

would confuse or cheapen your existing brand. Circle the one with the most cus‐

tomer overlap and the shortest referral sentence — then write that sentence, the

exact words your current business would use to hand a customer over.

Design (architecture before effort). Write the seam sentence — “We do X. They

do Y.” If you can’t write it, the businesses will blur, so keep working until you

can.  Decide  the  relationship:  same  brand,  sister  brand,  or  partner  referral  —

different trust  contracts need different brands,  and Chapter 9 is entirely about

how to tell which is which. Define what has to be systematized in your current

business before you’re allowed to split your attention. Pick the first shared asset

— one checklist or tool that serves both businesses’ customers. Name the new

business’s honest exclusion.

Prove (ninety days  at the outside — sooner the moment the answer is clear).

Soft-launch to existing customers only — no ads, just the referral sentence in real

conversations.  Track referrals  in  both directions,  monthly — a flywheel spins

both ways or it’s just a side hustle wearing a costume. Put the kill-or-keep date on

the calendar now, before you’re attached. Ninety days is the ceiling, not the goal

(see “How fast? Faster.” in Chapter 2): if referrals are obviously flowing both

ways by week three, keep it and move; if they’re obviously not, don’t wait out

the clock to be polite about it. At the verdict — whenever you can honestly call it

— keep it only if referrals flowed both ways without you forcing them.

That last criterion is the whole test. If you had to shove every referral through by

hand, you didn’t build a flywheel — you built a job with extra steps. Kill it, log

it, and try the audit again on the next candidate. The loop from Chapter 1 doesn’t

care about your feelings, and on this one, that mercy.
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The honest close

Adjacency is the foundational growth move — the flywheel doesn’t start turning

until you’ve made it. It’s also the one people most often get half-right: they add

the second business but skip the seams, or they build a second job and call it a

portfolio, or they never set the verdict date and end up feeding a slow failure for

two years.

Work the audit. Set the date. If, when you’re mapping your specific customers

and their specific thirty-day windows, you want a second brain on where your ad‐

jacent business actually is — that’s the conversation I like most, and the first

one’s free. But you may not need it. The whole point of writing the audit down is

that you can run it yourself.

Next: the next spoke isn’t always beside you. Sometimes it’s behind you — the

business your own past already built.
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Chapter 7 — The business your past built

You already paid for your next business. You just filed the receipt under “failure.”

Somewhere behind you is a venture you outgrew — one you shut down, sold,

walked away from, or quietly stopped feeding. It felt like an ending. It wasn’t.

That venture spent years teaching you a craft, handing you relationships, buying

you gear, building you a reputation, and drilling into you exactly how one kind of

customer thinks. All of that is still in your hands. The vehicle is gone; everything

it carried is still here.

The adjacency play — the business hiding next to yours — links two businesses

in space: a shared customer, a service that sits right beside the one you already

sell. This chapter is about the other axis. Some of your best next moves aren’t

next to you. They’re behind you. This is the audit I run on my own history to find

them, and it takes about twenty minutes. Everything in it is something I’ve lived,

not something I read.

The idea: lineage

Adjacency is space; lineage is time

Adjacency asks a question about your customer: what else do they buy in the

thirty days around the thing you sell? It’s a map of the market standing next to

you right now.

Lineage asks a question about you: what did the last thing you built leave in your

hands? It’s not a map of the market. It’s a map of your own journey. The two

plays  rhyme,  but  they  run  on  different  axes.  Adjacency  connects  businesses

through  a  customer  they  share.  Lineage  connects  businesses  through  the  one

thing every venture you’ve ever run has in common — the operator. You.

That’s  why lineage compounds when nothing else  does.  Markets  move.  Cus‐

tomers churn. But the person who ran the last business is the exact person starting

the next one, carrying everything the last one taught.  The through-line isn’t a

shared customer. It’s you, getting more capable every lap.
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The vehicle vs. the engine

Here’s  the  distinction the  whole  chapter  turns  on.  Every venture  is  a  vehicle

wrapped around an engine.

The vehicle is the expression — the brand, the offer, the logo, the specific way

you took the thing to market. The engine is the capability underneath — the skill,

the  relationships,  the  reputation,  the  hard-won  understanding  of  a  customer.

Vehicles are disposable. Engines are the whole point.

When a venture stops working, the amateur move is to keep the vehicle running

on sentiment long after it’s dead — that’s a slow failure, the expensive kind, the

mortgage on a house that already burned down. The pro move is different: depre‐

cate the vehicle, keep the engine. Retire the brand. Kill the offer. Then lift the

engine  out  intact  and drop it  into  the  next  chassis.  The  mission  survives  the

vehicle.  The customer never needed  that brand — they needed the thing you

learned how to do while running it.

A note on this one: the chapter is short a worked example. It’s the one place in

the book where I’m asking you to take the model on reasoning rather than on a

receipt, and the afterword says so.

Outgrown isn’t wasted — the tuition is already paid

The loop has a ledger attached to it: the Failure Ledger, the running, honest list of

things I tried that came back “kill.” People read that ledger as a list of losses. It

isn’t. It’s a list of receipts.

Every killed or outgrown venture was tuition. Real tuition — it cost time, money,

energy, sometimes reputation, and fail-fast never made any of that free; it just

kept it survivable. But tuition buys something. You don’t get your money back

from a class. You get the knowledge, and the knowledge is yours to spend for the

rest of your life.

Lineage is how that tuition finally pays off. The venture you outgrew looks like a

sunk cost right up until the moment its lessons fund the next thing — and then, in

hindsight,  it  stops  looking  like  a  dead  end  and  starts  looking  like  the  most

important  course  you ever  took.  You already paid.  The only  waste  would  be

walking away without collecting what you bought.
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Inherit selectively

Here’s where people get  lineage wrong: they try to carry  everything forward.

They can’t bear to leave any of it behind, so they haul the whole dead vehicle

into the new venture — the old positioning, the old customers who never quite

fit, the habits, the grudges, the gear that made sense then and doesn’t now. That’s

not inheritance. That’s hoarding.

Real inheritance is selective. You keep the right things, not the most things. The

engine, yes. The relationships that still fit. The lessons. The reputation you can

honestly still stand behind. But some things you leave behind on purpose — be‐

cause they belonged to the old mission, or because outgrowing them was the

entire point. Leaving them isn’t loss. It’s the difference between an inheritance

and a haunting.

A good lineage move has a left-behind list as long as its carried-forward list. If

you can’t name what you’re deliberately not taking, you haven’t outgrown the

old thing. You’ve just repainted it.

You are the through-line

Strip it all back and here’s what lineage really says: across every venture you’ve

run and every one you’ll run next, exactly one component is shared, and it isn’t

the customer or the market or the offer. It’s you.

Think of the camera again. One business owner,  many ventures,  the way one

body takes many lenses. The ventures are lenses — you mount them, use them,

and when a job changes you swap them out. But the body is constant, and the

body is the thing that actually got the investment: your skill, your judgment, your

reputation, the reflexes you can’t un-learn. Deprecating a lens doesn’t cost you

the body. It just frees the mount for the next one.

That’s the quiet superpower of running things in sequence instead of chasing one

forever. Every venture leaves you a better body. The person starting your next

business is the most experienced, best-connected, most credible version of you

that has ever existed — funded entirely by everything you already survived.
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The work: the lineage audit

The full worksheet is in  workbook/05-lineage-audit.md — the inheritance

ledger. Print it, and run it against your last venture (or the current one you can

feel yourself outgrowing). It runs in three moves.

Excavate (list before you judge). Take the venture you outgrew and write down

everything it deposited in your hands, in five buckets: skills (what you can now

do that you couldn’t before), relationships (people who still take your call), gear

(what you bought that still works), reputation (what you’re now known for, and

to whom), and customer insight (what you learned about how one kind of per‐

son buys). Aim for at least ten line items total. Facts first. Don’t decide what’s

useful yet — just get it all on the page, because the thing you’d have skipped is

usually the engine.

Separate (vehicle  from engine).  Go  down  the  list  and,  for  each  item,  mark

whether it belonged to the vehicle (the specific brand and offer that died) or the

engine (a capability that outlives any single brand). Most people are shocked how

little was actually the vehicle. Then write one sentence naming the engine out

loud:  “The  real  thing  that  venture  built  was  ______.”  That  sentence  is  what

carries forward. Everything else is a lens you can swap.

Assign (keep / translate / leave). Give every line item exactly one of three marks.

Keep — carries forward as-is (the gear, the standing relationship, the reputation

you can still honor). Translate — carries forward but has to change shape for the

new context (a skill aimed at a new customer, a lesson that needs re-pointing).

Leave — stays behind on purpose, and write  why,  because a left-behind item

without a reason is just something you haven’t finished grieving. When you’re

done,  the  Keep  and  Translate  columns  are  your  starting  capital  for  the  next

venture. The Leave column is proof you actually outgrew the old one.

That last column is the real test. A lineage audit with an empty Leave column

isn’t inheritance — it’s a business owner who couldn’t let go, about to rebuild the

exact thing they just escaped. Fill it honestly. Then log the outgrown venture in

the Failure Ledger if it isn’t there already, not as a loss, but as tuition — with a

note, finally, on what it bought.
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The honest close

Lineage is the play that turns your worst chapters into working capital. It’s also

the one people refuse to run, because it means looking straight at a venture that

didn’t make it and asking, coldly, “okay — what did that teach me that I can

use?” That’s an uncomfortable question to ask about something you loved. Ask it

anyway. The alternative is paying tuition and never collecting the education.

Run the audit on the last thing you outgrew. Separate the vehicle from the engine.

If, when you’re staring at your own history, you want a second brain on which

parts are engine and which are just fond attachment — that’s a conversation I

like, and the first one’s free. But you may not need it. The whole point of writing

the ledger down is that you can read your own receipts.

Next:  some of  the  engines  you just  found are  bigger  than you want  to  build

around. That’s not a problem. That’s a partner. Let’s talk about the spokes you

don’t have to own.
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Chapter 8 — The spokes you don’t own

The fastest way to stall a good flywheel is to insist on owning every spoke.

You find a real opportunity — a service your customers clearly want, sitting right

next to what you already do. So you go to build it. And building it means buying

scale you don’t have: more trucks, more crew, more inventory, more calendar

than one operator can carry. The opportunity was real. The build is what breaks

you. Somewhere in the middle of standing up a capability you never actually

wanted to run, the whole portfolio slows down, because your attention — the one

thing that can’t be cloned — is now buried in a business you took on out of com‐

pletionism.

There’s a move that gets you the spoke without the build. You don’t own it. You

partner for it. This is the audit I run whenever a spoke needs more scale than I

want to carry, and it’s the one that keeps a flywheel spinning without grinding the

architect into paste.

The idea: partnership

Partner where the scale already lives

Somewhere out there, a business has already spent ten years building the exact

capacity you’re about to try to build in six months. They have the trucks. They

have  the  crew.  They  have  the  warehouse  and  the  systems  and  the  Saturday-

afternoon staffing that makes the whole thing look easy. That scale already exists.

The only question is whether you rent it or reinvent it.

Partner where the scale already lives;  don’t  build it. When a spoke needs

reach or capacity beyond what you actually want to own, the move isn’t to grow

a second operation from zero — it’s  to find the complementary business that

already runs that operation at scale, and bring them the one thing they don’t have:

your specialized lens.

Think of an event. You’re the specialist — say, the one who does a specific thing

exceptionally well and at a boutique size. The event needs bar service. It needs a

planner coordinating the whole day. It needs an AV company with a warehouse
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full of speakers and lighting and the crew to fly it all. Each of those is a spoke.

Not one of them is a spoke you should build. Each is a business that already has

more scale than you ever will in that lane — so you bring your lens, they bring

their reach, and the customer gets a whole event instead of a fragment. Partner

where the scale already lives.

Borrowed capacity vs. built capacity

Here’s the part that shows up on paper. Built capacity and borrowed capacity are

not the same asset, and the difference is the whole argument.

Built capacity has a ceiling — and it’s you. Every spoke you own extends you

personally. It sits on your P&L whether it’s earning or idle. It eats your calendar.

It needs your attention on its worst day. Add enough owned spokes and you don’t

have a portfolio;  you have a pile  of  jobs all  reporting to the same exhausted

person.  There’s  a  hard  limit  to  how  far  one  operator  extends,  and  owning

everything sprints you straight at it.

Borrowed  capacity  has  no  such  ceiling. A  partner’s  trucks  aren’t  on  your

balance  sheet.  Their  crew  isn’t  on  your  calendar.  Their  bad  day  isn’t  your

emergency. When you route a spoke to a partner, you get the capability without

the  weight  —  you  can  offer  your  customer  a  service  ten  times  bigger  than

anything you could staff, and none of it extends you. That’s not a smaller version

of owning the spoke. It’s a fundamentally lighter one. The flywheel gets a new

spoke; you don’t get a new job.

The scale hiding in plain sight — yes, the laundromat

The principle isn’t only for trucks and crews and the big, obvious spokes. It runs

all the way down to the most mundane operation you have, and I want to use a

deliberately  unglamorous  one,  because  if  it  holds  here  it  holds  everywhere:

laundry. I move a lot of physical gear — backdrops, linens, the soft goods a shoot

or an event chews through — and all of it has to come back clean. The build-it

instinct says buy the industrial washer. The rent-the-scale instinct says walk into

a  laundromat,  where  someone  has  already  installed  a  row  of  high-capacity

machines and eats the maintenance, the water bill, and the floor space, and you

rent all of it by the load. Speed  up, cost  down, nothing added to your balance

sheet — the exact trade this chapter is about, in miniature.
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But notice the two quieter dividends, because they’re the actually interesting part.

First, portability. Knowing where the laundry facilities are — in my town, and in

the next one, and the one after that — is infrastructure knowledge, the same kind

as knowing the venues and the rental houses. It means I can operate away from

home  base  without  hauling  my  own  everything;  the  scale  I  need  is  already

installed wherever I go, if I know where to look. Second, one trip, two payoffs.

The same run that resets the business gear also gets my clothes clean. One activi‐

ty, paid for once, quietly serving the business and the person who runs it. That’s

the flywheel instinct pointed at ordinary life: don’t build what you can rent, know

where the scale already lives so you can stay light and mobile, and let a single

move do double duty wherever it honestly can.

Borrow the capital, too

Borrowed capacity is half the move. The other half is borrowed  capital, and it

runs on the same instinct: don’t front what the demand can front for you.

Here’s the principle I run on every new thing: commit zero, and let the buy-in

build the experience. The default is backwards — raise the money, build the

thing, then hope people come, which fronts all the risk yourself and finds out last

whether anyone wanted it. Flip the order. Sell it first, and let the sale pay for the

delivery.

I’ve  put  on  events  this  way  with  nothing  of  my  own at  stake.  To  elevate  a

performance I had no reason to own the gear for, I borrowed the speakers — a

partner had a warehouse of sound I’d never buy for a one-off — and ran the thing

as a draft event: a working-draft show, staged cheap, to find out if it landed. The

capacity was borrowed. So was the capital, because it was ticketed — the pre-

sales funded the event before I spent a dollar on it. If the tickets don’t sell, the

show doesn’t run and I’m out nothing but the ask. If they do, the buyers just paid

for the thing they’re about to attend.

That’s the discipline: pre-sales are the cheapest money there is. Not a loan, not

an investment — demand, proving itself with a credit card before you commit. A

pre-sale that fails is the kindest failure in business: it costs you an afternoon and

tells you the truth early, which is exactly what the loop is for. A pre-sale that

works hands you a funded, de-risked build and a room full of people who already

said yes.
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So structure the new thing to fund itself. Borrow the capacity (the partner’s gear,

crew, room). Pre-sell the capital (tickets, deposits, a founding cohort, a paid wait‐

list). Then build and deliver. Sell → fund → build → deliver, never build → hope

→ sell. Do it this way and every new venture starts at zero risk and votes on itself

before it exists — which is exactly how you can afford to try a lot of them.

Own the active system, keep the survival system, release the rest

Borrowing capacity and borrowing capital are two answers to a bigger question

that most operators never ask on purpose: what should I own at all?

Here’s the whole philosophy in one line, and then I’ll defend it:

Own the active system. Keep the survival system. Release everything else.

Three ideas stack up underneath that.

Capital  velocity. Cash should be  moving through the business,  not  parked in

things that aren’t earning. Every dollar sitting in an idle asset is a dollar that can’t

fund the next experiment, and the experiments are where the growth is. Money

that moves compounds; money in a storage unit depreciates while you pay rent

on the room it’s depreciating in.

Productive ownership. Own something when your usage rate,  your need for

control, or a real strategic edge justifies it — not by default. The alternative to

owning  isn’t  going  without;  it’s  renting,  borrowing,  a  vendor’s  inventory,  a

reciprocal  partner,  or  a  standing  emergency  arrangement.  (That’s  this  whole

chapter: the laundromat, the partner’s trucks, the pre-sold capital.)

Minimum  viable  resilience. Keep  enough  redundancy  to  survive  a  credible

failure — and not one item more.

That third one is where people get me wrong, so let me be precise:  I am not

against redundancy. I am against unassigned redundancy.

Every item needs a job

An item earns its place one of two ways. It’s actively being used, or it protects

against a specific, credible failure. That’s the list.
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“Maybe someday” is not a job. Neither is  it was expensive, nor  I might sell it

eventually, nor we already have room for it, nor — the sneakiest one — it makes

the business look established.

A real backup states its job out loud:

“If the primary microphone fails mid-event, this one lets the show go on.”

An unassigned duplicate sounds like:

“We have six spare microphones because they might be useful eventually.”

The  first  is  insurance.  The  second  is  a  storage  problem  wearing  insurance’s

clothes.

The backup doesn’t have to be as good as the real thing

This is the part that keeps resilience affordable, and it’s the same instinct as the

burn-down plan from Chapter 2.  The survival system doesn’t need to repro‐

duce the ideal experience. It needs to prevent catastrophic failure.

The normal rig is a polished multi-camera production. The fallback is one

camera and clean audio.

The normal inventory is twelve options. The fallback is the three that reliably

sell.

The normal crew is specialists. The fallback is enough cross-trained people

to finish the event safely.

The  normal  stack  automates  everything.  The  fallback  is  a  printed  run  of

show, a spreadsheet, and reconciling by hand.

Design for graceful degradation and redundancy stops being expensive, because

you’re insuring the function, not the finish.

The retention test

Five questions. Run them on anything you’re deciding whether to keep:

What active role does this serve? No current role means it starts with a

presumption against keeping it.

What specific failure does it protect against? “Could be useful” isn’t spe‐

cific enough to count.

• 

• 

• 

• 

1. 

2. 
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What actually happens without it? Distinguish cancels the job from costs

real money from degrades the service from mildly annoying from nothing.

How hard is it to reacquire? Something rentable across town in an hour

needs a completely different strategy than a part with a six-week lead time.

Is ownership the cheapest form of access? Compare against renting, bor‐

rowing, a partner’s shelf, or a standing agreement with a vendor.

A spare cable passes instantly: cheap, small, fails often, saves shows. A second

full production system usually doesn’t — not when it can be rented in a day or

replaced by a simpler emergency configuration.

And run the test periodically, not once. An item can be genuine insurance in year

one and dead weight by year three; the point isn’t to keep nothing, it’s to know

which things are acting as insurance and to keep checking that the insurance still

beats its carrying cost.

Lean is not the same as fragile

Partners will sometimes hear this philosophy as  own almost nothing and hope.

That’s not it, and the distinction is worth being able to say out loud:

A fragile operator cuts every duplicate to save money.

A hoarding operator keeps every duplicate to feel safe.

The move is neither:  cut excess aggressively, but keep deliberate redun‐

dancy at the genuine points of failure.

What  you’re  after  is  the  smallest  set  of  resources  that  still  lets  you  serve

customers,  protect  existing  commitments,  survive  an  equipment  or  vendor

failure,  avoid  catastrophic  downtime,  and  rebuild  the  preferred  system  later.

That’s a designed survival layer, not random excess — and designed is doing the

work in that sentence.

Where this goes too far

Honestly:  this  philosophy has a failure mode,  and it’s  underestimating things.

Replacement lead times. Vendors who don’t come through. Two things breaking

at once. What emergency rentals actually cost at 6 p.m. on a Saturday. Compati‐

3. 

4. 

5. 

• 

• 

• 
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bility problems you only discover mid-setup. Institutional knowledge that walks

out  with  the  equipment.  The  attention  it  takes  to  reacquire  something  while

you’re busy.

An asset can look idle and still be doing real work as insurance. The fix isn’t to

keep everything — it’s to be explicit about which items are insurance, and to

check periodically that they’re still worth carrying.

Why this causes friction with partners

Worth naming, because it will come up. Where you see frozen capital, storage

obligations, maintenance liabilities, and future liquidation work, a partner may

sincerely  see  security,  preparedness,  proof  of  growth,  and independence from

vendors. Neither read is stupid.

They’ll ask, “but what if we need it?” The useful reply isn’t no — it’s the reten‐

tion test:  what exact situation requires it, how likely is that situation, and is

owning it really the best response? That converts a values argument into an

answerable one, which is the only version of this conversation that goes any‐

where.

Clean seams make partners into salespeople

The  adjacency  play  had  a  rule  that  looked  like  it  was  only  about  your  own

brands: draw the seams on purpose, say out loud where one business ends and the

next begins. “We do X. They do Y.” That rule was never just internal. It is the

thing that makes partnership safe.

A partner’s real fear isn’t that you’re bad. It’s that you’ll grow into their lane and

eat their lunch. A blurry seam confirms that fear — if nobody can tell exactly

where you stop, every partner treats you as a competitor who hasn’t attacked yet,

and nervous people don’t send referrals. A clean seam kills the fear. When you

say, plainly and publicly, “we do the specialized thing; they do the scale thing,”

the  partner  can  see  the  boundary  and  trust  it.  And  a  partner  who  trusts  the

boundary stops guarding against you and starts selling for you.

That’s  the  flip  most  people  miss.  The  seam isn’t  a  wall  between  you  and  a

partner. It’s the handshake that turns them into an unpaid, motivated, credible

member of your sales team — because every referral they send you is one they’re

sure won’t come back to bite them.
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The honest exclusion is a referral engine

The cheapest credibility move in service — naming what you don’t do, out loud

— does double duty here. It doesn’t just make your real claims more believable.

It routes work.

When you say  “we don’t  do  the  large-scale  version  of  this,”  you’re  not  just

setting a boundary for your customer. You’re drawing a great big arrow toward

your partner.  Every honest  exclusion is  an opening someone else fills,  and if

you’ve named your partners cleanly, the customer’s next question — “okay, then

who does do that?” — has an answer you already prepared. The exclusion sends

work out the door on purpose, to exactly the people you want owing you one.

And it comes back. A partner you’ve openly excluded yourself in favor of is a

partner with every reason to return the favor, because you’ve proven you’ll send

the work rather than hoard it. Name what you don’t do, and you’ve built a two-

way street where a wall used to be.

“Yes, and”

Underneath all of this is a worldview, and it’s worth saying plainly, because it’s

the opposite of what a lot of business advice assumes. The assumption is scarcity:

every other operator is a rival, every deal is zero-sum, and the job is to win at

their expense.

I don’t run on that. I run on  “yes, and.” There is more opportunity in any real

market than one operator can serve, which means the business with the scale I

lack is  not  my enemy — they’re  my missing spoke,  and I’m theirs.  When a

would-be rival is  better at the scale game, the answer isn’t to attack or to grind

myself  trying to match them. It’s  “yes,  and” — yes,  they own that  lane;  and

here’s how we both win if I bring my lens to their reach. Collaboration isn’t the

soft option. In a portfolio, it’s the only version of growth that doesn’t cost you

yourself.

The work: the partnership map

The full  worksheet  is  in  workbook/06-partnership-map.md.  Run  it  on  the

next spoke you can feel yourself about to over-build. It runs in three moves.
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Name the gap (be honest about what you don’t want to own). Write the capabili‐

ty the spoke actually needs and you don’t have — and be specific: not “more

scale” but “the trucks,  crew, and inventory to serve two hundred people on a

Saturday.” Then write the sentence that matters most: “I do not want to build this

myself.”  If  you  can’t  write  that  sentence  honestly,  this  isn’t  a  partnership

candidate  — it  might  be  a  real  owned  spoke,  and  that’s  a  different  chapter.

Partnership is for the gaps you want filled, not owned.

Find the fit  and write  both seams (architecture  before  handshake).  Name a

complementary business that already runs that capability at the scale you lack.

Then write two sentences. The seam sentence — “We do X. They do Y.” — the

public boundary that makes you safe to promote. And the referral sentences, one

in each direction: the exact words your business uses to hand a customer to them,

and the exact words you’d want them using to hand one to you. A referral you

can’t state in a sentence won’t flow. Write both, or the flywheel only spins one

way and calls itself a partnership.

Pick the model (decide how the work actually moves). Choose the shape of the

relationship, out loud, before you’re in the middle of a job improvising it: refer‐

ral (you point the customer at them and step out), white-label (their capacity de‐

livered under your name, or yours under theirs), or co-deliver (both brands visi‐

ble, both on site, seam drawn for the customer to see). Different levels of trust

and different clean-seam requirements — pick deliberately, because the wrong

model is where good partnerships turn into quiet resentment. Then put a check-in

date on the calendar, the same way you’d set a kill-or-keep date on anything else:

is the referral flowing both ways, without either of you forcing it?

That last question is the whole test, and it’s the same one the adjacency play ends

on.  A  partnership  where  you  send  all  the  work  and  get  none  back  isn’t  a

partnership — it’s you doing unpaid business development for someone who out-

negotiated you. Track it both directions. A flywheel spins both ways or it’s just

generosity with extra steps.

The other side of the seam

Everything above is the seam working. Here is the seam breaking — from the

inside, with my hands on it.
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Years back, my mentor brought me in on a client he’d served for close to twenty

years. He’d been shooting for forty; this was one of his steady accounts — and,

honestly, a hard one. The client was disorganized and badly coordinated, the kind

that makes every job harder than it needs to be, and I’d watched him absorb that

dysfunction for years,  quietly covering their chaos so the work still  came out

clean. I didn’t know it yet, but that was the first lesson: I was watching what it

takes to protect a relationship the other side isn’t holding up.

Then he  handed me a  piece  of  it.  That  meant  handing  me his  name — two

decades of trust on an account he’d kept alive through sheer skill — extended on

the assumption that I would guard it the way he did.

I took it on in the same season I was standing up the retail camera shop — yes,

the one from the ledger. I said yes to the shop and yes to the shoot in the same

breath, and told myself I could carry both, because I was moving fast and fast

was the whole plan. But attention is the one thing you can’t clone, and I had

already spent mine. I dropped the ball. I under-delivered on work that had his

name on it, not just mine.

Here’s the part I only understood later. I thought I had nearly cost him a twenty-

year  client.  I  hadn’t,  really.  Forty  years  of  his  skill  and  two decades  of  that

relationship could absorb one dropped ball from a kid he’d vouched for — and

they did. He stepped back in, covered it the way I’d watched him cover for that

client a hundred times before, and kept them. The account was never in as much

danger as it felt.

What actually broke was smaller, and permanent: him and me. The relationship

that taught me most of what I know shattered, and it has not come back. I don’t

get to end this one with “and then we repaired it.” I don’t. That is the entry.

It cost me in the plainer currency too — three or four thousand dollars I’ll call

“lost,” and a mountain of time and energy, spent at the exact moment the camera

shop needed all of it. The shop survived; it would fail later, on its own schedule,

for its own reasons. But this was the first time I watched one adjacency almost

poison  the  whole  thing.  I’d  taken  on  a  commitment  sitting  right  next  to  the

business I was actually building, and it didn’t fail quietly in its own lane — it

reached  over  and  nearly  pulled  the  real  work  down with  it.  Adjacency  com‐
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pounds; it  also competes for the one resource you can’t  add more of,  and an

adjacency taken on at the wrong moment doesn’t cost you  that spoke, it taxes

every spoke at once.

Here is what it taught me, and I paid full price for every line.

A mentor hands you their reputation before you’ve earned it — so carry it

like it’s borrowed, because it is. The gift was never the work. It was the trust the

work rode on. When someone vouches for you, their name is the collateral on

every promise you make in their orbit, and you can spend twenty years of it on

one dropped commitment.  If  you are ever handed that  gift,  the thing you are

actually protecting is the client’s opinion of them.

When you work under someone’s relationship, the trust is chained — and

you can snap a link you didn’t forge. This is the shadow of the whole chapter.

Borrowed capacity has no ceiling; borrowed trust has a fuse. Their client trusts

them, they trust you, the customer never sees the seam — so when you fail, it

lands on the person whose name is on the door, not yours. Before you take work

that  rides  on  someone  else’s  relationship,  know exactly  whose  trust  you  are

standing on, and decide, out loud, that it matters more than your upside.

Recovery begins before the failure, and some of it never finishes. Here is what

I know now, from the wrong end of it: the repair is almost all in the flag. An

imperfect early warning — “I am behind, here is where, here is the plan” — buys

a forgiveness that a polished late apology never will. Take the whole hit. Make

the wronged party whole before yourself. Never let them hear it from the client

first. Do all of that, and you still may not get the relationship back. I didn’t. A

clean repair earns you the right to be trusted by the next person; it does not com‐

mand the last one to forgive you. That isn’t the repair failing — that is the actual

cost of the failure, and pretending the cost is refundable is how people avoid ever

feeling it.

If you’ve read this far, you’ve already met the scar tissue. The checklists I give

away, the intake I run before I say yes, the way I build each spoke to fail alone —

none of that is whiteboard cleverness. The sharpest example: on every project

since,  I set the deliverable timeline and  I hold the quality bar, even when the

work is client-directed and runs on their feedback. It’s the pricing chapter’s rule

turned into armor — own the corner you can control (speed, money, quality) —

because  a  disorganized  client  quietly  setting  my  schedule  is  exactly  what
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detonated this one. They’re what I built afterward, so no one’s trust is ever again

that unprotected in my hands, mine included. This failure is upstream of half the

defenses in this book.

And it’s upstream of one more thing, the one that matters most. I over-committed

because I’d quietly started believing the work was the point — that saying yes to

everything, moving fast on all of it,  was the win. It isn’t. The whole reason to

build businesses that run on low attention is so you get your attention back — for

the people, the rest, the life the work is supposed to buy. I spent a critical season

with nothing left over for any of that, and I have never gotten that season, or that

friendship, back. Guard the margin like it’s the product, because it is. We don’t do

this to do the work. We do it to do the other things.

I keep this in the partnership chapter on purpose. Partnership is trading on trust

you didn’t build alone, and the upside of that trade is the best exchange rate in the

book. This is the same trade at full freight, when the promise breaks. Both are

true at once. Run the map, draw the seam, keep the promise — and if you ever

can’t keep it, flag it before it breaks, because the person who vouched for you is

standing right behind the door you are about to slam.

The honest close

Partnership  is  how a  flywheel  grows  without  the  architect  growing  a  second

spine. It’s also the move that ego fights hardest, because owning everything feels

like winning, and handing a spoke to someone else feels like giving something

away. It isn’t. You’re trading capacity you’d have bought with your own attention

for capacity that costs you a clean sentence and a fair referral. That’s the best

exchange rate in the whole book.

Map the next spoke you’re tempted to over-build. Name the gap, find the fit,

draw the seam. If you want a second brain on whether a given spoke should be

built or borrowed — that line is genuinely hard to draw, and it’s a conversation I

like. The first one’s free. But you may not need it; the map is designed to draw

the line for you.

Next:  run  this  long  enough  and  you’ll  have  several  brands,  several  partners,

several spokes — and it will start to feel like chaos held together by one tired

person. It isn’t chaos. Underneath all those faces there’s a single skeleton. Let’s

go find it.
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P A R T  I V  

The Architecture 

Run several brands on one shared spine — and

see the whole wheel only you can. 



Chapter 9 — Many brands, one skeleton

Most people run one business. So nobody teaches the next move — the one you

need the moment your flywheel has more than one spoke:  how to run several

brands that each keep their own identity, market to their own audiences, and

stay free to fail alone, without any one of them burning down the rest.

This is the sequel to Chapter 6. There, you found the adjacent business. Here, you

give it a face — and you learn how to give the third and fourth ones faces too,

without drowning in logos. This is how mine are wired.

The idea: separate faces, shared spine, free to fail

One skeleton, many faces

Running multiple brands does not mean running multiple everything. That’s the

mistake that makes people think a portfolio is impossible for one person — they

imagine four of every system, four teams, four of the whole apparatus.

Underneath my businesses there is one skeleton. One design language. One book‐

ing-first intake pattern (Chapter 3). One checklist system (Chapter 4). One team,

one second brain (Chapter 5). Each brand is a  face on that skeleton — its own

name, color, voice, and audience. Customers only ever meet the face. You only

ever maintain the spine.

That asymmetry — many faces, one skeleton — is the entire reason a few people

can run several brands. The customer sees a business built just for them. You see

the same bones you already built,  wearing a different face. Every system you

built in the earlier chapters was secretly a  shared system; this chapter is where

that pays off.

Remember the camera from Chapter 6 — one body, many lenses? The skeleton is

the body. Each brand is a lens: its own focal length, its own best subject, its own

look through the viewfinder — all mounting on bones you built once. That’s why

a lens (a new brand) is cheap and a body (a new skeleton) is expensive: the whole

trick is to keep buying lenses and never rebuild the body.
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Many faces, one skeleton: each brand keeps its own name, color, voice,
and audience — and is free to fail alone — while they all mount on a

single shared spine (one design language, one intake, one checklist, one
second brain). Customers meet the face; you maintain the bones once.

A brand is a promise scoped to an audience

Here’s  how  you  know  where  to  draw  the  line  between  one  brand  and  two.

Segment by trust contract, not by product.

The test is simple and I use it every time: if two of your customer types met each

other on the same website, would either one get confused or lose confidence? A

bride  booking  fun  and  an  executive  booking  reliability  want  fundamentally

different promises. Put them on the same site and each one worries the site isn’t

really for them. So they get different brands — even when the exact same hands

do the exact same work behind the scenes.

When the promise is the same across audiences, one brand can stretch to cover

both, and splitting would just double your maintenance for nothing. When the

promise  differs — different fear, different desire, different definition of “good”

— you split. Product doesn’t decide it. The promise does.

Build them to fail alone

Separate names, separate domains, separate inboxes. Not for vanity — for  con‐

tainment.

ONE SKELETON

one design language

one intake · one checklist

one second brain

A brand
its own name, color, voice

A brand
its own audience

A brand
free to fail alone

A brand
a face, not a fork
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I  once closed a business.  A retail  camera shop:  right  mission,  wrong vehicle,

wrong timing, a market too small to carry it. It failed, roughly on the schedule I’d

have predicted, and it was still expensive. (The full postmortem is its own thing;

the short version is that fail-fast is not fail-free, and I paid real tuition.) Notice

what the postmortem blamed, and what it didn’t: the vehicle, the timing, the size

of the market  — the  system the idea was riding on — never “I  wasn’t  good

enough to make it work.” Deming’s line applies just as well to an idea as to a

person: a bad system beats a good person every time, and it beats a good idea just

as easily. The diagnosis matters, because the wrong one sends you into the next

venture doubting yourself instead of just picking a better vehicle. But here’s what

matters for  this chapter: because that business stood alone — its own name, its

own domain, its own everything — its failure was a closed door, not a house fire.

Nothing else I ran inherited the damage. The customers of my other brands never

even knew.

That’s the design principle:  every brand you launch should be deprecatable

without a press release from the others. Build each one so that if it died tomor‐

row, you could close the door quietly and everything else would keep spinning.

Shared  logins,  shared  reputation,  shared  domains  —  those  are  how  a  single

failure spreads into a systemic one. Containment is a design decision you make at

birth, not a thing you scramble for at the funeral.

Cross-link with intent — the three settings

Once you have several  brands,  the question becomes:  how much do they ac‐

knowledge each other in public? The answer is not “as much as possible” and it’s

not “never.” It’s a  deliberate setting, chosen per pair of brands, written down.

There are three:

Siblings. Full public cross-links, plus a  stated story of why they feed each

other. A flywheel section that explains the family beats a mystery nav bar that

just lists them. When brands are siblings, tell the audience why — a story,

not a puzzle.

Quiet  credit. Where  a  partner  or  a  client  should  be  the  star,  your  brand

appears only as a small “by ___” line. Featured beats prominent. This is the

co-brand move from Chapter 4, applied at the brand level.

Island. When the risk or the audience genuinely differs, zero links in either

direction,  on purpose.  Some brands should not  know each other  exist,  in

public, ever. That’s not neglect. That’s architecture.

• 

• 

• 
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Choose the setting for each pair of brands and write down why — because if you

don’t, some well-meaning person (a freelancer, an assistant, future you) will “fix”

it  later  by linking things that  were islanded on purpose.  The intent  has to be

recorded, or it erodes.

The one-page identity kit

Per brand, one page. That’s the whole governance system, and it’s what keeps

freelancers, assistants, and future-you consistent without a committee. On it:

The audience sentence — who, in their own words.

The promise — the trust contract, in one line.

The accent color — distinct at a glance from its siblings.

Three voice adjectives — no more; three is enough to write from.

The honest exclusion — what this brand publicly does not do, which quietly

routes those referrals to one of your other brands (Chapter 6’s move, now

doing double duty as internal traffic control).

The current tagline.

The  retired-tagline graveyard — so nobody resurrects an old darling you

already killed and logged. (Yes, this connects to the Failure Ledger. A tagline

I loved and retired is literally entry 001.)

One page per brand. An afternoon each. It’s the cheapest insurance you’ll ever

buy against your own portfolio drifting into mush.

You are the only one who sees the whole wheel

Each audience sees exactly one face. Only the operator sees the flywheel. That’s

a feature — and a responsibility.

A feature, because it means each brand can be perfectly, narrowly right for its

audience without any of them having to be everything. A responsibility, because

you are now the only person holding the whole picture, which means you’re the

only one who can keep it balanced. So balance it deliberately: bounce between

spokes. When one brand drains  you,  another  restores  you — and the system

keeps earning either way. Let each brand market to its own audience at its own

rhythm  instead  of  forcing  one  calendar  onto  all  of  them.  The  burnout  math

changes completely once you learn to bounce; that’s the difference between a

portfolio that sustains you and one that just multiplies the ways you can be tired.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The work: the segmentation blueprint

Full  worksheet  in  workbook/07-segmentation-blueprint.md.  The  rule  up

top: brand lines are cheap to draw early and brutal to redraw late. Four moves:

Segment (trust contracts first, logos later). List every distinct audience you serve,

in their words, one sentence each. Run the confusion test on every pair. Draw

brand lines where the test fails; let one brand stretch where it passes. Name your

shared skeleton — the systems every brand reuses.

Identify (one page per brand, an afternoon each). Write each brand’s audience

sentence,  promise,  and three voice adjectives.  Pick each accent  color,  distinct

from its siblings. Write each honest exclusion, and note which sibling catches

that referral. Start the retired list — outgrown taglines go in the graveyard, not

the trash.

Wire (decide every relationship on purpose). For every  pair of brands, choose

the setting — siblings, quiet credit, or island — and write why. Write the public

flywheel story for the sibling group. Write the referral sentence each brand uses

to hand a customer to the next. Where a partner should be the star, demote your

brand to the quiet-credit line.

Protect (containment is kindness to future-you). Separate domains and inboxes

per brand — shared logins are how failures spread. Run the containment drill: if

this brand died tomorrow, what else takes damage? Fix what you find. Give every

young brand its own kill-or-keep date, reviewed alone, never propped up by its

siblings.  And schedule the bounce — when one spoke drains you, which one

restores you? Plan it; don’t hope for it.

The honest close

This is the last chapter because it’s the top of the mountain: not one business, not

a second job, but a genuine system of brands that share a spine, serve different

people,  feed  each  other  referrals,  and  each  stand  ready  to  fail  alone  without

taking the rest down. That’s the flywheel, fully assembled. That’s the thing the

title of this book is named after.

Draw your lines early,  while they’re cheap.  Write  the one-pagers.  Record the

wiring. If you want a second brain on where  your lines go — which audiences

split,  which brands should island,  how the referrals  should flow — that’s  the
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architecture conversation I love most in the world, and it’s the one I’m best at.

But you now have the whole blueprint, and the whole point of a blueprint is that

you can build from it yourself.

That’s the architecture — the whole machine, drawn. But a machine is only as

good as the person running it, and this book isn’t finished until we talk about

them. Two things are left before the afterword, and they’re the ones that decide

whether any of this was worth building: how you keep yourself intact enough to

run it all, and how you keep up as the tools change under your feet. That’s next.
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Chapter 10 — Build it like you’ll sell it

I want to start by admitting something uncomfortable, because it’s part of the les‐

son.

I find Jeff Bezos largely indefensible. The warehouse conditions, the crushing of

anything  that  tries  to  organise,  the  extraction  from the  towns  his  distribution

centres sit in — that’s the exact thing the credo at the front of this book is written

against. A business that treats a place as terrain to be strip-mined is the anti-fly‐

wheel.

And he did one structural thing that is genuinely, quietly brilliant, and I’d be a

coward not to say so.

He built almost every internal capability so that it could be turned around

and sold to someone else. The server infrastructure Amazon built to run its own

store became Amazon Web Services, sold to the public in 2006 — and it now

makes more operating profit than the retail business it was built to serve. The

warehouse network became Fulfillment by Amazon, rented out to sellers.  The

storefront itself became Marketplace, where Amazon lets  direct competitors list

products on Amazon’s own page and take the sale.

Read that last one again. They built their own shelf, and then rented space on it to

the people trying to beat them.

Overhead versus product

Here’s why that’s not just a growth trick.

Most of us build internal capability as overhead. The scheduling system, the in‐

take process, the editing workflow, the way you quote — these get built to serve

exactly one customer, you, and they get built  in the shape of your own head.

They work. They’re also unsellable, unteachable, and frequently unexplainable,

and you will operate them personally until you die or quit.
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The alternative is to build every internal function as if a stranger will eventually

buy it. Not  because you’ll  definitely  sell  it.  Because designing for  a  stranger

forces four properties that overhead never develops on its own:

A boundary. You have to decide where the thing starts and stops. Overhead

sprawls; a product has edges.

Documentation. Not for its own sake — because a stranger can’t ask you.

A price. Which forces you to know what it’s actually worth,  which most

people have never calculated for their own internal work.

A quality bar. The bar stops being “good enough that I can live with it” and

becomes  “good  enough  that  someone  would  pay  for  it.”  Those  are  very

different bars.

The story goes that Amazon mandated internally that every team expose its work

through interfaces built  as  though they’d be opened to outsiders  — no back-

channel favours between teams. I’ve seen that account repeated more often than

sourced, so treat it as folklore rather than gospel. But the folklore describes a real

discipline, and the discipline is the part you can steal.

The payoff arrives even if you never sell it

This is the part people miss. You do not have to actually sell the thing.

A function you could sell is one you understand, can price, can hand to somebody

else, and can cut. A function that only makes sense inside your head is one you

are stuck operating forever — and worse, one you can’t evaluate, because you

have no external reference for whether it’s any good.

Chapter 5 said you’re the bottleneck. This is the structural version of the same

problem. You don’t become un-bottlenecked by working faster. You become un-

bottlenecked by building things that can leave your hands.

And  Chapter  4  said  the  tool  is  the  ad.  This  is  that  idea  turned  inward:  the

checklist  you  give  away  is  just  the  first  internal  capability  you  shaped  well

enough that a stranger could use it. There’s no reason to stop at one.

The test is a single question: could a stranger buy this and use it without me in

the room? If no — what exactly is missing? That answer is your operational debt,

itemised. Most people have never written it down.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Now the harder half: pick partners who can drop you

The second thing  worth  stealing  runs  the  other  way,  and  it’s  the  one  almost

nobody does on purpose.

Standard partnership advice is a long argument for  lock-in. Get the exclusivity.

Get  the  multi-year  term.  Get  embedded  in  their  process  so  leaving  you  is

expensive. Become the vendor they can’t rip out.

Think about what that strategy actually assumes. It assumes that at some point

you will stop being their best option, and you’d like to keep the revenue anyway.

Lock-in is a bet against your own future quality. You are pre-paying for the day

you’re no longer the right choice.

So do the opposite:  build partnerships with people who could cut you out

tomorrow, and make sure they know they can.

Because then the arrangement tells you the truth. If a partner could replace you in

a week and doesn’t, you have actual evidence that you’re good — the only kind

that isn’t self-reported. If they can’t replace you, you have no idea whether you’re

good and neither do they. You’ve bought yourself a very comfortable blindness,

and you’ll keep paying for it until the day the contract ends and you find out what

you’re worth on the open market with no practice.

What this looks like in the actual arrangement:

Short terms, renewed on purpose. A relationship that has to be re-chosen is

a relationship that’s being evaluated.

No exclusivity you didn’t earn this quarter.

Clean  seams (Chapter  8)  — so  that  if  they  do  drop  you,  the  split  is  a

Tuesday, not a lawsuit.

Say it out loud. “If someone does this better than me, take them. I’d rather

you have the better thing, and I’d rather know.”

That  sentence  does  more  work  than  any  contract  clause  I’ve  ever  signed.  It

removes  the  resentment,  it  removes  their  reason  to  hide  the  fact  that  they’re

shopping, and it puts the entire burden of keeping the business on the only thing

that should ever have been carrying it: whether the work is good.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Get better or get out. And notice the order matters — you apply it to yourself

first.  Demanding that  standard from partners while exempting yourself  is  just

lock-in with better manners.

Where this is not ruthlessness

I want to be careful here, because “be willing to cut things” is one sentence away

from something ugly.

Being willing to cut a business line is not being willing to treat people carelessly.

Chapter  7  draws the  distinction  and it  holds:  deprecate  the  vehicle,  keep the

engine — and the people in it get told early, told straight, and helped across. The

brand can die on a Tuesday. Nobody in it should find out on a Wednesday.

And this isn’t sabotage, which the credo rules out. Choosing to be replaceable is

the opposite of sabotage. Sabotage is winning by damaging the alternative. This

is  winning  by  being  the  alternative  worth  keeping  —  competing  on  quality

instead of on entrenchment, which is the only version of competition that leaves

everyone better than it found them.

On taking a good idea from someone you don’t admire

One last thing, because it’s a skill and it doesn’t get taught.

You can take a structural idea from a person whose values you reject, as long as

you’re precise about which part you’re taking. Take the architecture. Leave the

extraction. The idea that internal capability should be built as though it will have

an outside customer is  true regardless of how the person who proved it treats

their warehouse staff, and refusing to learn it  because of who demonstrated it

would cost me something real and cost him nothing at all.

The rule I use: separate the mechanism from the motive. Ask what the struc‐

ture does, then ask what it was aimed at. Steal the first. Aim it somewhere better.

The receipt: I ran this on my own tools

I’d be doing exactly what this book complains about if I wrote all that and didn’t

run it on myself. So here’s the audit, including the parts that came back embar‐

rassing.
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The thing I audited. The rig that prints these books — the engine that turns

markdown into a trade-paperback interior, a print-at-home edition, a workbook,

standalone worksheets, and covers whose spines are computed from whatever the

interior weighs today. It’s the single most reusable thing I own. It’s also pure

overhead by the definition above: built for exactly one customer, in the shape of

my own head.

The stranger test found four things.

It had no boundary problem, which surprised me. The rig doesn’t reach outside

its own folder — it never reads my manifest, my site, or my other projects. A

book hands it a directory and a config and gets a PDF back. That was luck as

much as design, but it’s the reason the rest of this was a day’s work instead of a

rewrite.

It had no stated dependencies. Not one. Five Python packages, two system li‐

braries, and two font packages that silently change your page counts — all of it

living in my head, where a stranger cannot get at it. Written down now.

It printed my website on other people’s worksheets. Every standalone sheet car‐

ried a footer reading · teter.us · — hardcoded into the shared engine. Any

book built on this rig would have quietly advertised me on every loose page it

produced.  That’s  not  a  preference I  forgot  to  expose;  it’s  the  tool  serving its

author instead of its user, which is the exact failure mode this chapter is about.

The footer is configuration now, and every book states its own.

It had no proof it worked for anyone else. I had never once built from a clean

copy. So there’s now a self-test that lays out a template the way a stranger’s disk

would look, builds it, and asserts real PDFs came out with real pages in them —

plus two checks that a fresh book doesn’t inherit my imprint or my web address. I

broke the footer on purpose to confirm the test would catch it. It did.

Then the two properties I’d never assigned: a licence and a price. The code is

MIT, deliberately different from the books’ licence — a compilation is the thing

I’m actually  offering,  and  a  PDF renderer  isn’t.  And standing  the  rig  up  for

someone else’s book is twelve hundred dollars, which prices the context and not

the hours, per Chapter 3. What you’d be buying is the list of things that will bite

you, which cost considerably more than twelve hundred dollars to find out.
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What it cost and what it bought. Under a day. In exchange: I now know what

my own tooling requires, it can be handed to someone, it has a number attached

to it, and the “advertises me on your handouts” defect is gone — a defect that

would have been genuinely humiliating to discover after someone else was using

it.

And note what I still haven’t done: sold it. Not once. The entire return so far

came from being forced to describe it to a stranger. That’s the argument of this

chapter in a single receipt.

The exercise

Worksheet: 08-the-salable-parts-audit.md. List your internal functions and

answer, for each, whether a stranger could buy and use it — then audit every

partnership for the lock-in you’ve been calling loyalty.

The check

Pick your three internal functions. For each:  could a stranger use this to‐

morrow without you in the room? If not, what’s missing is written down,

not vibed.

What would you charge for each one? If you can’t name a number, you don’t

know what your own operation is worth.

Which partner could replace you inside a week? If the answer is “none,”

that isn’t safety — it’s an untested claim about your quality.

What are you currently being paid for that survives mainly because leaving

you would be annoying? Be honest. That’s the revenue most likely to vanish

the day someone finally does the math.

Have you said the sentence out loud to anyone — if someone does this better,

take them? Until you have, you’re describing a philosophy, not running one.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Chapter 10 — Build it like you’ll sell it

95



Chapter 10 — Build it like you’ll sell it

96



P A R T  V  

When the Money’s Tight 

Read the constraint, pick the move, and build the

plumbing that makes the next squeeze cheaper.

Three chapters, three sheets, in that order. 



Chapter 11 — Constraint is a brief

Three dollars in the bank. Seven in my pocket. Two thousand dollars of bills due

in three days.

I want to be precise about those numbers, because the useful part of this chapter

is not the recovery — it’s what you do in the twenty minutes after you look at

them. There are four moves available, and at that hour you will think of two: bor‐

row,  beg,  build, and  sell something you already own and aren’t using. The

next chapter takes them one at a time.

I built. Three shoots, sold to agents I already worked with, paid up front, deliv‐

ered before the deadline. About four thousand dollars, inside the window.

Look at how unremarkable that is. No new product. No clever financing. No new

audience. Three of the most ordinary jobs I do, sold to people who already knew

what my work was worth, with the money moved to the front and the delivery

moved  up.  That’s  the  whole  play,  and  its  ordinariness  is  the  point  —  the

constraint didn’t make me inventive, it made me specific.

Every part of that shape was chosen by the constraint rather than by me:

Agents I already worked with, because three days is not enough time to

earn trust. The list of people I could call was closed before I started, and a

closed list is fast.

Shoots, because it’s the thing I can deliver at full quality with what’s already

in the bag. No new capability, no rental, no learning curve.

Paid up front, because a thirty-day invoice doesn’t solve a seventy-two-hour

problem. This is the only unusual term in the whole deal, and it’s the one the

constraint actually required.

Delivered before the deadline, which is the part that makes it a trade instead

of  a  favour.  They  didn’t  front  me  money  as  a  kindness.  They  bought

something and got it early.

That last point is what keeps the whole move on the right side of a line the next

chapter draws carefully. Nobody did me a favour. Three people got work they

wanted, sooner than they expected it, at the normal price.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The rest of this chapter isn’t about the move. It’s about the twenty minutes before

it — how to read what a constraint is actually telling you, which is the part that

makes the move obvious once you’ve done it.

Relief is the move that throws the information away

The instinct under that kind of pressure is to make the pressure stop. Text three

friends. Move a due date. Put it on a card you already can’t pay. Every one of

those is  relief, and relief has a cost nobody names: it ends the constraint before

the constraint has told you anything.

Because here’s what a hard constraint actually is. It’s a brief.

Think about what makes a creative problem hard. It’s almost never that you lack

ideas — it’s that the option space is infinite and nothing eliminates anything.

That’s why a blank page is worse than a bad page and why “make us something

great” is a worse instruction than “make us something great, by Thursday, for

eight hundred dollars.”

My brief was: two thousand dollars, three days, no capital. That deletes almost

everything.  It  deletes anything that  needs a build.  Anything that  needs a new

audience. Anything with a thirty-day invoice cycle. Anything that requires me to

be liked first. What survives that filter is a very short list — and a very short list

is not a crisis, it’s a specification. Most of the work of solving a hard problem is

narrowing it, and the constraint did that part for free.

Borrowing hands the list back to infinity and buys you a week to not think.

It isn’t always money

I led with cash because it’s the one that gets your attention at 2 a.m. But money is

only  the  most  obvious  currency  you can  run  out  of.  There  are  four,  and  the

method doesn’t change across them — only what the brief deletes.

Money. Deletes anything that needs capital, inventory, a build, or a thirty-day

cycle. What’s left is what you can already deliver, to people who already trust

you, with the payment moved to the front.
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Time. Deletes  anything  that  needs  sequence  — iteration,  testing,  waiting  for

feedback, “let’s sleep on it.” The brief isn’t “do it faster”; it’s do fewer things, in

an order that can’t backtrack.

Hands. You’re one person and the job needs three. Deletes anything that requires

coordination you don’t have time to run. Borrow hands exactly the way you’d

borrow money — as a trade, not a favour. “Come shoot this with me and take the

second-angle work” is a trade. “Can you help me out?” is a debt with a friendlier

name.

Attention. The  one  nobody  counts.  You  have  the  money  and  the  hours  and

you’re  too  fried  to  use  them  well.  Deletes  anything  that  needs  sustained

judgment, and that’s a real deletion — a decision made at that level of depletion

is a decision you’ll pay to redo. This is what the whole low-attention design in

Chapter 5 is for: the machine is built so that a depleted operator can still run it.

Same three questions in all four cases. What does the other side value, what do

you need out of it, and what does this make possible later.

Under compression, rank by reversibility — not by importance

Here’s the part that took me longest to learn, and it’s the one that turns a time

constraint from a panic into a plan.

When the clock is the thing you’re short of, everybody’s instinct is to sort the

work by importance and start at the top. That’s wrong, and it’s wrong in a way

that feels responsible. Everything on the list is important — that’s why it’s on the

list. Sorting by importance gives you no cuts.

Sort by what’s expensive to reverse.

Some decisions are load-bearing because undoing them is brutal: they end up in

the  URL,  on  the  invoices,  in  the  customer’s  mouth,  in  the  signage,  in  the

contracts. Others feel just as important and cost you an afternoon to change later.

Spend the hours you have on the first  kind,  and deliberately  placeholder the

second kind — not as a compromise, as a strategy.

This is how you answer the question that sounds impossible: how do you launch

a brand in a month? A week? A day?
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You don’t do a worse version of the same work. You defer everything cheap to

undo,  and  you  spend  the  whole  budget  on  the  two  or  three  things  that  are

expensive to undo.

A month. Do it properly. The full brief, the name tested in real sentences

with  real  people,  the  world  it  generates  mapped out,  one signature  detail

designed into each stage of the experience. This is enough time to be right,

not just decided.

A week. The first two-thirds of the brief — context, audience, the emotional

promise, the productive tension, position, personality, voice. Name from one

territory, not five; stress-test the top two candidates instead of ten. One visual

move, not a system. Everything downstream of the name gets a placeholder.

A day. Three decisions, and they’re the three that are murder to reverse: the

promise (people should feel this, and never that), the tension (we are X, but

never Y), and a name that survives being said out loud twenty times. Then

one typeface, one color, one sentence, and ship. Everything else is explicitly

a placeholder, and you write down that it’s a placeholder so nobody mistakes

it for a decision later.

Notice what never gets cut,  at  any speed: the promise, the tension, the name.

Those three are in every version because those three are the ones that cost real

money and real credibility to change once they’re loose in the world. A color you

regret costs you an afternoon. A name you regret costs you every introduction,

invoice, and referral for as long as you keep it — and the longer you keep it, the

more expensive it gets to leave.

The reversibility question is one sentence, and it does all the work:

If this turns out wrong, what does it cost me to change it in six months?

Cheap answer: placeholder it and move. Expensive answer: that’s what today is

for.

What the constraint actually shows you

Here’s the thing I didn’t expect the first time.

• 

• 

• 
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When the runway is gone, you cannot sell  the thing you  wish were valuable.

There’s no room to educate a market, build awareness, or wait for someone to

come around. You can only sell what is genuinely, obviously worth money to

someone who already trusts you, right now.

So whatever you reach for under that pressure is your real business. The rest

is what you do when you’re comfortable.

That’s  uncomfortable  information and it’s  the  most  useful  thing in  the  whole

episode. It’s the money version of the burn-down plan from Chapter 2 — know

how low you can go and still deliver something you’re proud of — and it points

at the same rule Chapter 8 makes structural:  own the active system, keep the

survival system, release the rest. A constraint is just a surprise audit of which is

which.

The exercise

Worksheet:  09-read-the-brief.md. Name the currency you’re short of, write

the real number and the real date, list what the constraint deletes — and, if the

clock is the binding one, rank the work by what’s expensive to reverse.

The check

Have you written the  actual number and the  actual date? Vague pressure

produces vague moves. (If the constraint is time, hands, or attention rather

than money, write that number down just as literally.)

Can you say what the constraint  deletes? If nothing came off the list, you

haven’t read the brief yet — you’ve just felt bad about it.

Did you sort by what’s expensive to reverse, or by what feels most impor‐

tant?  Sorting  by  importance  produces  no  cuts,  which  is  why  it  feels

responsible and changes nothing.

Whatever you reached for first — is that your real business? Sit with the

answer even if you don’t like it.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Chapter 12 — The four moves

The last chapter was about reading the constraint. This one is about what you

actually do inside it.

There are four moves, and at 2 a.m. you will think of two.

Borrow. Someone else’s money, on terms, with a relationship attached.

Beg. Someone else’s money, with no terms, and a different kind of relationship

attached.

Build. Go make the money. This is the one the last chapter opened with — three

shoots, sold to agents who already trusted me, paid up front, delivered early.

Sell  the  dead weight. Convert  something you already own and aren’t  using.

Almost nobody counts this one, which is why it gets its own section at the end.

There’s a fifth thing that isn’t a move so much as an instrument — deferring an

obligation on purpose — and it gets the next chapter to itself, because doing it

well requires plumbing you have to build in advance.

This chapter is the two that make money rather than move it.

Ask the second question, not the first

The reframe that does the actual work is small and it’s this:

Stop asking “who can give me money.” Start asking “who has a problem this week

that’s worth more to them than my number?”

Those sound similar and they are completely different questions. The first one

sorts people by their generosity and their liquidity — which is to say, it sorts your

friends. The second one sorts people by their problems, which is the thing you’re

actually equipped to do something about.

And they produce different money. Money you’re given is a favor. Money you’re

paid is a trade. Only one of the two is repeatable, and only one of them leaves

you  with  something  on  the  other  side.  A  two-thousand-dollar  favor  solves
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Thursday and costs you a piece of a friendship you can’t price. Four thousand

dollars of work solves Thursday and leaves you holding a play you can run again

next month when nothing is on fire.

The three questions

What do they  actually  value? Not  what  you sell  — what  they’d  move

money for this week. These are rarely the same thing. Nobody has an urgent

need for your service category; plenty of people have an urgent need for a

specific  thing  to  be  handled  before  an  event,  a  deadline,  a  listing,  an

inspection,  a  launch.  Find  the  date  already  sitting  in  their  calendar  and

you’ve found the urgency you can’t manufacture yourself.

What do you need out of it? The real number and the real date, written

down. Not “some money soon.” If you don’t name the number, you will take

a deal that half-solves it  and be back here in nine days, having spent the

goodwill.

What does this make possible later? The long-term clause — and it’s the

one that separates this from panic.

The long-term clause

Anything that  fixes three days and poisons three months is  a  loan with extra

steps. You just wrote it to yourself, at a worse rate.

The three classic ones:

Prepaid work you can’t actually deliver. Selling January to pay for Octo‐

ber. It works exactly once and then January arrives with no money attached

to it.

The discount that resets your price. Half off to move fast, to a customer

who now knows your real floor and will never pay the top number again. You

didn’t discount a job; you repriced yourself permanently.

The client you’ll resent by week two. You took it because it was cash, and

every hour of it is an hour not spent on the business that would have fixed

this properly.

1. 

2. 

3. 

• 

• 

• 
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So the test on any move is: would I offer this on an ordinary Tuesday? If yes,

take it — the constraint didn’t distort it, it just made you finally go ask. If no,

name  exactly  what  it  costs  you  later  and  decide  with  that  in  front  of  you.

Sometimes the answer is still yes. It should never be an accident.

Where the line is between creating and extracting

This is the part I want to be careful about, because everything else in this book

says there is enough and collaboration is the engine, and a chapter about generat‐

ing four thousand dollars in seventy-two hours could easily read as the opposite.

Under  pressure,  extraction  is  genuinely  available  to  you.  You  know  which

relationships will say yes fast. You know who won’t push back on a number. You

know what a little urgency does to people who like you. Every one of those is a

lever, and desperation makes them look like tools instead of what they are — as‐

sets you’d be spending to pay a bill.

The test is one question, asked honestly:

Would they do this deal again, knowing everything I knew when I asked?

If yes, it  was a trade, and trades compound. If no, it  was extraction, and you

converted a relationship into cash at a terrible exchange rate. You’ll feel fine for

about a month.

There’s a corollary, and it’s the one I hold hardest: don’t make your emergency

their problem. The deadline is mine. The number is mine. A real offer stands on

its own merits, and the fact that I needed it inside three days is invisible in it.

That isn’t dishonesty — it’s the whole difference between selling and begging.

Begging transfers your stress to someone else. Selling transfers value to them and

takes the stress off you as a byproduct. One of those is a business.

The move nobody counts: sell the dead weight

I listed four moves at the top of this chapter, and I’d bet money you skimmed the

fourth. Everyone does. It never makes anyone’s mental list at 2 a.m., because it

doesn’t feel like a move — it feels like a small humiliation.

Sell the things that aren’t doing anything.

Chapter 12 — The four moves

105



I had a stack of old iPads. Bought years ago, used hard, long since replaced,

sitting in a drawer being available in a vague way. I took them to a pawn shop

and walked out with a hundred and fifty dollars in cash — and I sold them about

a week before that shop stopped accepting that generation entirely.

Now, the part that stops most people. Something that cost a hundred dollars new

gets you an offer of twenty, and everything in you says no. It’s insulting. You

know what it’s worth. You know what you paid.

That reaction is a math error wearing an emotion. You’re anchored on the

purchase  price,  and  nobody  on  earth  is  offering  to  buy  your  memory  of  the

purchase. The only question that matters is what the thing is doing for you right

now. Run the same two-axis test the next chapter builds:

Is it generating revenue? No.

Would losing it block revenue? Also no — that’s what “already replaced”

means.

So what is it actually doing?

It’s holding twenty dollars hostage.

That’s the reframe. An idle tool isn’t sitting at zero. It’s sitting at negative twenty

dollars you can’t put on a real problem — and when the real problem is a bill

that’s about to trigger a tier-two consequence, twenty dollars that exists beats a

hundred dollars that doesn’t.

The return already happened

Here’s what makes the insult evaporate completely.

Those iPads had already paid for themselves several  times over.  They earned

back  their  purchase  price  and  then  a  lot  more,  across  years  of  jobs.  The

investment didn’t fail — it already succeeded and finished. What’s in the draw‐

er isn’t an asset I’m taking a loss on; it’s residue from a return that was collected

a long time ago.

You are not selling a hundred-dollar thing for twenty. You are collecting a final

twenty  dollars  on  something  that  already  paid  you  back  in  full.  Those  are

different transactions and only one of them stings.

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Depreciation is a clock, and it’s running

The week matters in that story. I sold right before that shop stopped taking that

generation  — after  which  the  price  isn’t  lower,  it’s  gone, because  there’s  no

market at all.

Idle equipment doesn’t hold value. It bleeds it, and the bleed accelerates at the

end of a product’s life, because you’re not tracking a price curve, you’re waiting

for a cliff. There’s a last week where anyone will give you anything, and you find

out it passed by discovering the offer is now zero.

Which gives you the least intuitive rule in this chapter:

The worst day to sell dead weight is always later.

If it’s genuinely idle, the question isn’t should I sell this — it’s what am I waiting

for, and is that thing actually going to happen?

What the spread actually buys

The  pawn shop  pays  less  than  you’d  get  selling  it  yourself.  That  gap  is  not

robbery. It’s a price, and what it buys is speed and certainty.

A hundred and fifty dollars, today, in cash, with no listing, no messages from

strangers, no negotiating with someone who wants it for forty, no meeting in a

parking lot at 8 p.m., and nobody flaking twice before disappearing. If you value

your evening at anything at all, the fast channel is frequently the correct one even

at half the money.

Remember the four currencies. If the constraint you’re actually under is time or

attention, then paying a spread to convert an asset instantly isn’t a bad deal — it’s

buying the exact  currency you’re short  of.  The mistake is  paying that  spread

when you had three weeks and just didn’t want to bother.

What is not for sale

Two limits, and they’re the whole reason this stays a strategy instead of a slow

liquidation.
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Don’t sell the survival system. The sentence that matters in my story is I already

had enough backups. I sold surplus, not redundancy. Chapter 2 says know your

floor and Chapter 8 says keep the survival system — this is where those cash out.

The gear that lets you finish the job when something breaks isn’t dead weight, it’s

insurance,  and  selling  your  insurance  to  make  rent  is  how  one  bad  month

becomes a bad year.

Don’t sell what you’ll re-buy. The most expensive money you will ever raise is

twenty dollars for a tool you repurchase in April for a hundred and twenty. If

there’s a real chance you’ll need it again inside a year, it isn’t dead weight — it’s

storage, and you should be solving the cash problem somewhere else.

Everything that survives both of those is genuinely inert, and inert things should

be liquid.

The dignity part

There’s a version of this that feels like defeat, and I want to name it and throw it

out.

Turning dead inventory into working capital is not a sign that things have gone

wrong. It’s the most ordinary competence in business — it’s what every retailer

on earth does at the end of a season, and they don’t feel humiliated about it, they

call it clearance and put it in the annual plan.

Feeling insulted by a twenty-dollar offer is ego wearing the costume of judgment.

The offer isn’t a verdict on your taste, your business, or the money you once

spent. It’s just a number attached to the only useful question: is this doing more

for me in a drawer, or in the account that has a bill due Thursday?

Walk out with the cash.

Then log it, because it was never a rescue

The last step is the one people skip because they’re relieved.
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Write down what worked. What you built under pressure is not a rescue — it’s a

play, and it’s now available to you on an ordinary Tuesday when nothing is on

fire  and  you  have  time  to  do  it  properly.  That’s  the  compounding  part.  The

constraint didn’t just get survived; it produced an asset you didn’t have on Mon‐

day.

Constraint breeds opportunity, but not on its own and not as a slogan. It breeds

opportunity when you refuse the relief long enough to read the brief.

The exercise

Worksheet: 10-the-four-moves.md. Write one honest sentence for each of the

four,  run  the  dead-weight  sweep  before  you  call  anybody,  then  put  every

surviving option through the Tuesday test and the relationship test.

The check

For each option: would you offer it on an ordinary Tuesday? If not, have

you named what it costs you in three months?

Would the other side do it again, knowing what you knew? If not, you’re

spending a relationship, not making a sale.

Is your emergency visible in the offer? It shouldn’t be.

Did you do the dead-weight sweep before you asked anyone for anything?

A week later: is what you did repeatable — a play you could run on purpose

— or was it a one-time rescue? If it’s a rescue, you got out but you didn’t

learn anything, and this will happen again.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Chapter 13 — Valves: the plumbing that
buys time

Everything  in  the  last  two  chapters  happens  after  the  pressure  arrives.  This

chapter is what you build on an ordinary week so that when it does arrive, you

already know the number and the date instead of discovering them at 2 a.m.

It’s also where deferring an obligation stops being a panic move and becomes an

instrument — one with a price you can calculate, a discipline that keeps it honest,

and two hard limits on where it’s allowed to point.

Accounts are a control surface, not a scoreboard

Most people run one business account and one personal account, and the balance

in the business one is a  scoreboard — a single number that tells you roughly

how  you’re  doing  and  nothing  else.  That’s  a  waste  of  the  only  real-time

instrument you own.

Run four or five instead, and the balances stop being a score and start being a

control surface.

The structure is simple: each account funds a different  category of obligation,

and the things that draft from it can only draft from it. Software subscriptions and

tooling in one. Rent in another. Vendor payments in a third. The obligations I’d

never miss somewhere they can’t be touched. Personal is its own thing entirely.

What matters isn’t my exact split — it’s the property the split creates.

Separate accounts let you starve one obligation without touching the others.

That’s the whole thing. With one account, “I can’t pay this” is a statement about

your entire operation, and the only levers are borrow, beg, or build. With four, “I

can’t pay this” is a statement about one valve, and the rest of the machine keeps

running while you deal with it.

Concretely: if I need a business expense not to go out this week, I move that

account’s  balance  to  personal  and  let  the  draft  fail.  Not  out  of  chaos  — on

purpose, with the consequence priced. The last time I ran it, a floor-plan software
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subscription went fifteen days down the calendar, which was exactly the fifteen

days I needed, for a fee I’d already decided I was willing to pay. Nothing else in

the operation so much as noticed.

And here’s the part that makes it a discipline instead of a dodge: the balance

in each account is the runway for the specific thing it funds. You don’t calculate

how long you can hold out.  You look.  One glance at  four  numbers tells  you

which obligations have months, which have weeks, and which one is about to

become your whole problem — and it tells you before it’s urgent, which is the

only time that information is worth anything.

That’s the same instrument as the burn-down plan in Chapter 2, pointed at money

instead of gear. Know your floor on purpose, before you have to.

Instrumented deferral is not the same as stalling

Earlier I said relief is the move that throws the information away, and I stand by

it. But there’s a real difference between  stalling — moving a due date because

you can’t face it — and instrumented deferral, where you know the exact cost,

the exact number of days, and what you’re buying with them.

Stalling: “I’ll  deal with it  next week.” No number,  no date,  no plan for what

changes by then.

Instrumented deferral: “This one moves fifteen days, it costs a late fee of X, and

inside those fifteen days I’m running the play in the front half of this chapter.” A

number, a date, and a purchase.

The first one throws the information away. The second one buys time with a re‐

ceipt — and time is a real thing to buy, as long as you know what you paid and

what you’re spending it on.

Sort obligations by the penalty, not by the size

The instinct is to look at the biggest number and flinch. Wrong sort. What matters

is what the penalty actually is, and there are three tiers.

Tier one — a fee, and nothing else. The vendor has a late-fee schedule and a

department  that  handles  this.  Software  subscriptions,  card  processors,  most

suppliers you have a normal account with. You pay more, and it’s over. This tier

is where the play lives.

Chapter 13 — Valves: the plumbing that buys time

111



Tier  two — your terms change. Autopay gets  cancelled,  you get  moved to

prepay, a credit line gets trimmed. You bought a permanent worsening with a

temporary problem. Sometimes worth it. Never accidentally.

Tier  three  — something  durable. It  reports  to  credit.  It  becomes  a  lien,  a

judgment, a record. Or the person on the other end is a sole operator who needed

that money. This tier is not available to you, and the price isn’t the issue — you

can’t buy your way back out afterwards.

Here’s the whole heuristic in one line:

A fee is a price. A record is a scar. Pay fees freely. Never buy scars.

That’s a restatement of your own condition —  no lasting impact other than a

higher payment. Tier one passes it. Tier two barely passes and only with your

eyes open. Tier three fails it outright, no matter how slow the consequence looks.

Do the arithmetic, because “worth it” is calculable

“Sometimes the higher payment is worth it” is true, and it stops being a feeling

the moment you compute it.

A late fee is interest on the shortest loan available to you. So price it like one.

Thirty-five dollars to move six hundred for fifteen days is 5.8% for the period,

which annualises to about 140% — a number that sounds obscene until you put

it next to what was actually on the menu that week. An overdraft is worse. A

merchant  cash  advance  is  much worse.  Losing a  client  because  you couldn’t

cover a subscription that renders their deliverable is worse than all of it.

And sometimes the fee is  nothing. Plenty of subscriptions have a grace period,

plenty of vendors don’t charge until thirty days, and a fair number of invoices

you’re treating as due-on-receipt are actually net-30 and you never read them.

Free time is sitting there unclaimed in your own paperwork.

Run the number before you decide, not after:

fee ÷ amount × (365 ÷ days deferred) = what you’re really paying.

Then compare it to the alternatives you actually have, not the ones you wish you

had. Sometimes 140% is the cheapest thing in the room. Sometimes it’s the most

expensive and you didn’t know because you never did the division.
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Defer one thing to fund several

The second reason to do this deliberately: one deferral can pay for a group of

smaller obligations that keep the business running.

Don’t ask “which bill can I skip.” Ask:

Which single deferral frees the most money for the payments that keep me operating?

One tier-one subscription pushed fifteen days can cover the fuel, the assistant, the

two small vendors, and the licence renewal that actually stop the business if they

lapse. That isn’t dodging a bill. It’s triage — moving one flexible obligation to

protect six inflexible ones, and paying a fee for the privilege. Which, done on

purpose with the arithmetic in front of you, is just working capital by another

name.

The one everybody points at: rent

Rent  comes  up  every  time,  always  with  the  same  observation,  and  the

observation is correct: the eviction timeline is long. Notice periods, filings, court

dates — the machinery grinds slowly, and the gap between “late” and “actual

consequence” is far wider than people assume.

So apply the test honestly. Does rent pass no lasting impact other than a higher

payment?

Usually not.  An eviction filing is  a public record that  follows you into every

future  lease  application,  commercial  or  residential,  whether  or  not  it  ever

completes.  Commercial  leases  routinely  carry  acceleration  and  personal-

guarantee clauses that turn a late month into the whole remaining term. And a lot

of landlords aren’t institutions at all — they’re one person with a mortgage on the

building, which puts them squarely in the “never someone small” rule from a few

paragraphs back.

The  slow timeline  is  real.  It’s  just  not  the  thing  to  optimise  on,  because  the

consequence at the end of it is tier three.  Rent is the boundary case, not the

easy one — and if it’s the only obligation you can move this month, the honest

read isn’t that you found flexibility. It’s that the front half of this chapter is now

the urgent part.
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But here’s the thing that actually decides it, and it isn’t the category:  it’s who

your landlord is.

You can usually be late. Plenty of landlords will work with you, especially the

ones who can see the business growing and would rather keep a tenant who’s on

the way up than spend three months and a filing fee finding a worse one. Others

start the paperwork the day after the grace period. Same obligation, same lease

language, opposite outcome — and the difference is a person.

I got lucky with mine. I want to say that plainly rather than dress luck up as

strategy, because a reader following my example into a different landlord could

get badly hurt.

But it’s partly selectable, which is the useful half. When you’re choosing a space,

you’re also choosing a counterparty, and “would this person work with me in a

bad month” is a legitimate thing to weigh against a hundred dollars of rent. Ask

around. Talk to the tenant who’s leaving.

And whichever kind you have, find out before you need to know. The move is a

conversation on a good month, when you want nothing: here’s where the business

is  going,  here’s  what  a slow February might  look like,  how do you prefer  to

handle that if it ever happens? You learn which kind of landlord you have while

it’s  still  hypothetical,  and if  the answer is  the good one you’ve just  built  the

relationship that makes it true. Ask that question in the middle of a bad February

and it isn’t a conversation, it’s a request.

The second axis: some bills are expenses, some are the machine

Everything above sorts obligations by what the penalty costs you. That’s only

half the decision, and the half people get right by accident. Here’s the one that

actually bites.

Ask a second question about every obligation:

If this stops, does my ability to earn the money stop with it?

Because bills fall into two completely different kinds, and the accounting treats

them identically.
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Inert expenses cost you money and nothing else. Rent is the clearest one. Being

late on rent threatens you — but it doesn’t take away a single tool you’d use to go

make the rent. You can still work, still deliver, still invoice. The threat and the

earning are in separate systems.

Load-bearing capability is  a  bill  that  is part  of  how the work happens.  The

floor-plan  software  sits  inside  my delivery  — if  it  cuts  off,  I  don’t  have  an

expense problem, I have a jobs-I-can’t-finish problem, immediately. The platform

that carries the media and takes the orders is worse: turn that off and a revenue

stream closes, so I’m not just unable to deliver, I’m unable to be paid for what I

already delivered.

Those two are the same line on a bank statement and completely different ani‐

mals.

Here’s why this matters more than the penalty tier. The entire point of buying

fifteen days is to use the fifteen days to earn. An obligation whose absence stops

you earning doesn’t buy you time — it spends the time it was supposed to buy.

You paid a fee for a window and then broke the machine you were going to work

in.

The cheap-fee trap

Now put the two axes together, because the dangerous square is not the obvious

one.

Doesn’t touch earning In the earning path

Fee only Defer here first — this is the

whole play

The trap

Terms change Eyes open, decide on

purpose

Almost never

Durable damage The boundary case (rent) Never

Look at the top right. The obligations that are easiest to defer are very often the

ones most embedded in how you make money, and that’s not a coincidence —

modern tooling is  small,  monthly,  and instantly revocable by design.  A forty-

dollar  subscription with a trivial  late  fee sits  in tier  one on every test  in this

chapter and will still cost you three jobs, because the vendor’s collections policy

is “access ends today.”
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Speed of cutoff is the tell. Rent gives you months of notice by law. Software

gives you a failed charge and a locked account before lunch. The cheaper and

more automated the obligation, the faster and more total the shutoff — exactly

inverted from what your gut expects.

So the rule, and it overrides the tier ladder:

Never defer anything in the earning path, however cheap the penalty. Defer the in‐

ert first, always — even when the inert one carries the bigger number and the scarier

letter.

That’s Chapter 8’s rule arriving from the other direction. Own the active system,

keep the survival system, release the rest. The active system is precisely the set of

obligations  that  are  never  available  to  defer,  and  one  useful  way to  find  out

what’s actually in it is to ask which bills you’d be frightened to have decline.

Do that inventory now, on a calm day, and write it down. There are two columns

and everyone can fill them in when nothing is wrong. Almost nobody can do it

correctly at 2 a.m. on the fourteenth.

The costs, stated plainly, because they’re real

I’d be selling you something if I made this sound free.

A failed draft is not always just a late fee. Overdraft and NSF charges can

cost more than the bill you deferred. Move the money out so the account is

simply empty rather than letting it go negative — empty declines, negative

bills you.

Some vendors respond by cancelling autopay or moving you to prepay.

That’s a permanent change to your terms bought with a temporary problem,

and it’s the one that has actually cost me the most.

It can touch your credit, depending on the obligation. Know which of yours

report and which don’t. That’s a ten-minute afternoon and most people have

never done it.

It works because it’s rare. Run this every month and you’re not managing

cash flow, you’re running a business that doesn’t cover its own costs, and the

valve is just hiding it from you.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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And one line I won’t cross, which comes straight out of the credo at the front of

this book:  never do this to someone small. A processor, a lender, a utility —

those  are  institutions  with  a  late-fee  schedule  and  a  department  for  it,  and

deferring is a transaction they’ve already priced. The sole operator who did work

for you and is watching their own account? Pay them. If the only thing you can

defer  this  week  is  a  person  who  needs  it,  then  you  don’t  have  a  cash-flow

problem to be clever about; you have a bill you should be paying, and the front

half of this chapter is how you go get the money.

The exercise

Worksheet:  11-the-valve-map.md. Map every account and what draws on it,

work out the days of runway per obligation, then sort every obligation by penalty

tier and by whether it sits in your earning path.

The check

Do you know your  days  of  runway per  obligation without  doing arith‐

metic? If you have to calculate it, you’ll skip it on the week you need it.

Can you starve one obligation for two weeks without anything else noticing?

If not, you have one valve, not four.

For anything you’re deferring: do you have the tier, the days, and the effec‐

tive rate written down? A number and a date, or it’s stalling.

Is anything you’re considering  in the earning path? Then it’s off the list,

however cheap the penalty.

Would you be comfortable if the person on the other end knew exactly what

you were doing and why? If they’re a sole operator, that answer is the whole

answer.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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P A R T  V I  

The Operator 

The machine is built. Now the person running it

— how you stay intact enough to run it, how you

keep up as the tools change, how you start the

next thing from nothing, and how to be the one

who knows things without being insufferable

about it. 



Chapter 14 — Rest is part of the work

The whole book is a machine for buying back your attention. This chapter is

about  the discipline nobody sells  you,  the one that  most  decides  whether  the

machine was worth building: what you do when the attention comes back. The

answer the culture gives — fill it with more work — is how good operators quiet‐

ly ruin the thing they built. The answer that actually compounds is the one that

feels like doing nothing.

Rest.

The idea: recovery is a phase of the loop, not a break from it

My friend Joshua has spent years telling me to go rest — to take the trip, close

the laptop, come back in a week. For a long time I heard it as nice, but not for me,

because I was moving fast and fast was the plan, and rest looked like the tax you

pay for being weak. He was right and I was wrong, and it cost me a season I told

you about a few chapters back to finally believe him.

Here’s what he understood that I didn’t. Rest isn’t the reward at the end of the

work, and it isn’t the opposite of the work. It’s a phase of it — the same way the

loop has an evaluate step, the operator has a recover step, and skipping it doesn’t

make you faster any more than skipping evaluate makes the loop smarter. You

come back from real rest sharper, more decisive, more willing to kill the thing

that isn’t working — because judgment degrades when you’re fried, and the first

thing to go is the honesty the whole method runs on. Tired people don’t run the

loop. They just keep pushing the last hypothesis because stopping to evaluate

feels like more work.

The counterweight to speed

The speed chapter told you to move fast, and I meant it. This is the sentence that

keeps that from being reckless advice:  you cannot sprint a marathon, and a

business is a marathon made of sprints. Speed is how you win a given loop.

Recovery is how you get to run the next ten thousand of them. The operators who

burn out aren’t the ones who went fast; they’re the ones who never scheduled the

slow. Fast and rested is the whole game. Fast and depleted is just a countdown.
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The system is already built for it

Here’s the part that should make this easy, because you already did the work. The

entire point of businesses that run on low attention — idle mode, mastered tasks,

a second brain, spokes that don’t need you on their good days — is that the sys‐

tem can idle so you can too. You didn’t productize the checklist and build the

shared skeleton so you could work more hours on a nicer-looking treadmill. You

built a machine that keeps earning while you’re gone precisely so you can  be

gone. If you’ve built  all  of this and you still  can’t take a week off without it

wobbling, you didn’t finish — you just built yourself a more elaborate job.

So take the week. The businesses are supposed to survive it. If they can’t, that’s

not a reason to skip the rest — it’s the next thing on the loop.

The work: schedule it like a deliverable

You already know how to protect a timeline, because I made a whole point of it

in the pricing and partnership chapters: you set the deadline, you hold the bar,

you  don’t  let  someone  else’s  chaos  own  your  calendar.  Now  aim  that  same

discipline at yourself. Put the rest on the calendar first — the trip, the long week‐

end, the genuinely-unplugged week — and build the quarter around it, the same

way you’d protect a client deliverable you’d promised. Rest you’ll take “when

things  calm down”  is  rest  you  will  never  take,  because  you’re  the  one  who

decides whether things calm down, and left to instinct you’ll always find one

more loop to run.

And when you’re on it, be on it. The low-attention design earns you the right to

actually disconnect; use it. Half a vacation spent checking email isn’t half a rest

— it’s no rest and a ruined trip, the worst trade on the board.

The honest close

I’m not good at this.  I’m writing the chapter I  most need to reread, which is

usually the sign it’s a true one. But I’ve now paid, in full, the price of treating rest

as optional, and I’ve felt the difference on the other side — how much better

every decision gets when I’ve actually stepped away and come back. Recovery is

where the gains consolidate, where the reps you put in finally settle into instinct,

where you stop confusing motion for progress.
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Come back stronger. That’s not a motivational poster; it’s the mechanism. You

get stronger in the rest, not in the grind — the grind just creates the load the rest

turns into strength. And it’s the answer to the only question that actually matters,

the one this whole book is quietly built around: you didn’t do all this to do more

of it. You did it to do the other things. Go do them.

Next: the machine runs on tools, and the tools are changing under your feet faster

than they ever have. Let’s talk about how to use them without letting them use

you.
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Chapter 15 — Working with the tools of
your time

Right now the tool everyone is arguing about is AI. It won’t be the last. In a few

years it’ll be something else — some new thing that measurably changes how we

build, how we argue, how we decide — and the operators who panic about this

tool will just panic about that one too. So this chapter isn’t about AI. It’s about

the durable skill underneath every tool shift: knowing what to hand a machine,

and what to keep in your own hands, no matter what the machine can do this

year.

The idea: the 80/20 line, drawn on purpose

Every piece of real work splits into two parts, and the split is wildly lopsided.

There’s the 80% that actually matters — the judgment, the voice, the lived ex‐

perience, the decision about what’s true and what’s worth saying. And there’s the

20% of scaffolding — the structure,  the formatting,  the tying-it-together,  the

mechanical work of turning a thing that exists in your head into a thing other

people can use. The 80% is the product. The 20% is real work too, but it’s undif‐

ferentiated work — it doesn’t carry your fingerprint, and nobody can tell whether

you did it by hand or not.

The  whole  skill  of  using  tools  well  is  drawing  that  line  honestly  and  then

guarding it.  Hand the tool the 20%. Never hand it the 80%. A tool can set

type, generate variations, tighten a sentence, build the plumbing. It cannot have

lived the season, made the call, or known which of the true things is the one that

matters here. The moment you let a tool do the 80% — let it supply the judgment

instead  of  the  scaffolding  —  you  get  work  that’s  plausible,  competent,  and

forgettable,  because that’s  exactly what a machine that’s  never been you pro‐

duces.

The machine is an optimization problem. You’re the ingenuity.

It’s worth being precise about why the 80% stays yours, because “judgment” and

“soul”  can sound like sentiment,  and this  isn’t  sentiment  — it’s  structural.  A

model is, at bottom, an optimization problem: it searches an enormous space of
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what people have already said and done and returns the most probable useful

combination of it. That is genuinely powerful, and it is not nothing. But notice

what  it’s  made  of.  It’s  made  of  the  past.  You  aren’t.  You  carry  orders  of

magnitude more context than any model can hold — a whole embodied life of

rooms you’ve stood in, calls you’ve made, things that broke at 2 a.m. — and,

more to the point, you can open an avenue that isn’t in the training data at all,

because  you’re  not  sampling  from  what  exists;  you’re  adding  to  it.  That’s

ingenuity, and it’s the one input the machine can’t manufacture, only remix.

Here’s the tell that the ingenuity is always the human’s: the same model can be

bent  by  one  person  into  something  genuinely  heinous,  and  by  another  into

something delightful — the scambaiters who turn it loose to waste a scammer’s

hours,  money,  and  infrastructure.  The  tool  chose  neither.  It  has  a  very  wide

handle, and the hand deciding what to do with it is a person, every time. Fear it

and you’ll under-use it; worship it and you’ll hand it the 80% and go average. Do

neither.

So I’ll  say plainly where I think this goes. AI is an optimization problem we

haven’t fully solved yet — we’re getting close, and, like every tool before it, we

will  master it. Master, not obey. The mind’s advantage in context and invention

isn’t a gap the current approach closes just by getting bigger; it’s a different kind

of thing. Treat the machine as the most capable apprentice you’ve ever had for

the 20%, keep inventing the 80% it structurally can’t, and you get all the leverage

without becoming the one thing worth guarding against: a person who outsourced

the only part that was ever worth anything.

Why not just buy the specialized tool?

Here’s the practical wrinkle that sends you toward general-purpose tools in the

first place. That 20% of scaffolding — the layout, the pipeline, the structural glue

— usually  has dedicated software  built  to  do it.  And that  software  is  almost

always one of three things: so highly specialized it needs its own expert to run, so

expensive it only makes sense at a scale you’re not at, or so industry-specific that

it assumes a workflow that isn’t yours. For a single operator, wrangling that tool

costs more attention than the 20% it was supposed to save. So you skip it — and

then the 20% falls back on you, by hand, badly.
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This is the gap the current generation of general tools actually fills. Not the 80%

— the 20%. The thing AI was genuinely useful for, in making this book, wasn’t

the thinking. It was everything around the thinking that used to require either an

expensive specialist or a weekend of my own time.

Sometimes you build the tool

And this is where it loops straight back into the flywheel, because the move I

kept making is the same one the whole book is about: when the tool that fits

doesn’t exist, or exists only in that too-specialized, too-expensive form, you build

your  own. You  already  saw  me  argue  that  you  should  sometimes  build  the

adjacent  business  instead  of  renting  it.  Tools  are  the  same  calculation.  The

difference now is that building your own tool used to require a developer and a

budget, and increasingly it just requires knowing exactly what you need — which

is the one thing you, the operator who lives in the work, actually have.

The  print  pipeline  that  turned  this  manuscript  into  a  real  book,  the  diagram

system, the build rig that assembles it — I didn’t buy those. I built them, with AI

as the thing that closed the gap between “I know precisely what I need” and “I

have a working tool.” And like any good spoke, they’re not single-use: they build

the next book too, and the one after that. The tool you build for one job becomes

an asset the whole flywheel runs on. AI didn’t write my book. AI helped me build

the tools to write my book. That distinction is the entire chapter.

Written for humans, by humans — with help on the glue

So here’s the honest accounting, the same one in the note at the front. This book

was written for  humans,  by a human,  with a  tool  to help tie  it  together.  The

stories are lived. The judgment is mine. A human editor will go through it, start to

finish, for the things a machine can’t feel for — rhythm, warmth, the places it

should breathe — a pass this draft is honestly still waiting on. What the tools

carried was the 20%: the structure, the drafts I reacted against, the plumbing.

And you may notice it  isn’t perfectly polished. Some of that is because it’s a

working draft, on purpose. But some of it is because I chose not to use the tools

in certain places — chose to leave my own fingerprints, rough, rather than sand

them  smooth  into  something  that  sounds  like  everyone  else.  That’s  not  a

limitation of the tools. It’s a decision about where the line goes, and the decision
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is  the  point.  A  perfectly  polished,  machine-smoothed  book  would  be  worse,

because it would be less mine — and mine is the only thing it has that you can’t

get anywhere else.

The honest close

The tools will keep changing. The framework doesn’t. When the next one arrives

— and it will, and the arguments about it will sound exactly like the arguments

about this one — run the same play. Name the 80% only you can do, and refuse

to hand it over. Give the tool the 20%. Keep your hand on the timeline and the

quality bar, the way you would with any contractor, because a tool that sets your

standards for you is a tool that’s quietly become your boss. Decide where you’d

rather stay human, and stay human there out loud. And when the tool you need

doesn’t  exist  in  a  form  worth  having,  build  it  —  you’ve  never  been  better

equipped to.

Use the machine for leverage. Guard the soul by hand. That’s the whole of it, and

it’ll still be true when the machine is something we haven’t imagined yet.
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Chapter 16 — Start from zero

You’ve now seen the same instinct show up in three different chapters wearing

three  different  costumes.  This  short  one  takes  the  costumes  off,  because

underneath them is a single posture — and it’s the one I’d want you to keep if

you forgot everything else.

Here it is: start from zero, and let the work build itself up. Never front what

you can borrow, pre-sell,  or  do without.  Assume nothing is  owed to you and

nothing has to be owned first. Then notice how little it turns out you actually

need.

Three moves, one stance. You’ve met all three:

Meet people where they are. Don’t build a channel and wait — go to where

demand already stands, in its own words and its own spaces (the market, the

coffee shop, the outcome they actually asked for instead of the spec you’re

proud of). Presence you don’t pay for.

Commit zero; let the buy-in fund the build. Borrow the capacity you don’t

want to own; pre-sell the capital before you spend it. The buyers fund the

thing they’re about to receive. Money you don’t front.

Know your floor. Keep a burn-down plan — the minimum you can still

deliver on, a phone if it comes to that — so no single failure stops you and

you never over-buy. Risk you don’t carry.

Presence you don’t pay for, money you don’t front, risk you don’t carry. Put them

together  and  you  get  an  operator  who  can  start  almost  anything  tomorrow,

because the starting line is zero: no capital locked up, no gear you can’t afford to

lose, no channel you had to buy. That isn’t scrappiness for its own sake. It’s what

makes the loop affordable. The whole book runs on cheap experiments with kill-

or-keep dates; this is how you make every experiment cheap enough to actually

run. You can try ten things this year because not one of them requires you to bet

the house first.

And it circles back to the only thing that finally matters. Operating from zero

isn’t just efficient — it’s what keeps you  free. Capital locked in a business is

attention locked with it. Gear you can’t afford to lose is a fear you carry to every

• 

• 

• 
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job. A channel you bought is a bill that has to be fed. Strip all of that out and

you’re light:  able to move, able to say no, able to take the week off because

nothing you built collapses without you feeding it. The lean operator isn’t poor.

They’re unbound.

So start from zero on purpose. Borrow the room, pre-sell the ticket, keep a plan

for the day the camera dies. Find out how little you need before someone forces

you to. The confidence that comes out the other side isn’t bravado — it’s just

having stood on your floor and found that it holds.
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Chapter 17 — The diplomacy of knowing
things

I learn fast. I always have — I pick up patterns quicker than most people in the

room, I see how the pieces of a thing connect before anyone’s walked me through

it, and I’ve built a career on that more than on any single skill. I’m not telling you

this to brag. I’m telling you because it created a problem I had to learn to solve,

and the solution is the chapter.

The problem is this: knowing a lot buys you nothing until you’ve made it safe

for people to believe you. Human instinct is to distrust competence that arrives

too fast — especially from someone without the gray hair or the title yet. I’d

walk in, see the whole shape of a situation, lay out what I could do — and get

met with a wall, or with feedback sharp enough to sting. For a long time I bristled

at it. That was the mistake.

Lead with the question, not the claim

Competence is not received the way it’s delivered. Tell a room everything you

can do and you read as a threat — now they’re defending their turf against you.

Ask a real question about the thing they care about and you read as an ally —

now  you’re  on  the  same  side  of  the  table,  and  the  competence  comes  out

sideways, in the quality of what you asked. Same knowledge, opposite result.

This is the janitor’s keys again, moved from the event floor to the conference

room: you shape how people receive you with a signal the room already knows

how to read, not by pulling rank. The person who most needs to prove how much

they know is the one who gets believed least.

Don’t take criticism from someone you wouldn’t take advice from

The sharp feedback still comes, and here’s the filter I finally learned to run it

through:  don’t take criticism from someone you wouldn’t take advice from.

Consider the source before you absorb the sting. Most of what got to me came

from people whose own situation I’d never trade for — and criticism from them

is just noise wearing the costume of insight.
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But the filter cuts both ways, and this is the hard part: you can’t let the reflex to

dismiss protect you from the  rare piece that came from someone who actually

earned the right to give it. So you don’t bristle. Bristling throws out the whole

batch — the ninety-nine notes that were noise and the one that was true, gone

together. You stay open just long enough to check the source, keep the one in a

hundred that’s real, and let the rest go without letting it land. That composure

isn’t weakness. It’s the most expensive skill in the chapter, because your ego is

the thing it costs.

Learn from every room you’re in

Here’s the upside of learning fast: you can do it from anywhere, including the

bottom. As I write this I’m a low-level hand on a stadium build for a large touring

production — the smallest role in an enormous machine. And I’m taking notes

the  entire  time.  How does  the  crew stage  the  load-in?  Where  are  the  seams

between the vendors? Who owns which risk? What ties the whole thing together?

Because a stadium show and a Set and Signal event are the same system at differ‐

ent scales, and the big one is a free graduate seminar in the exact thing I do

small. The person sweeping the floor at the top of their field is learning more

than  the  person  sitting  in  the  good  seats.  Every  room  you’re  in  is  teaching

something; the only question is whether you’re taking notes.

Why these books exist

Which is, finally, the whole point of the thing in your hands. I can’t hand you the

ten years, or the hundred rooms I took notes in. But I can hand you the patterns

— the way of thinking I built out of all of it — so you can run it yourself, faster

than I got to. That’s what this book is: not my knowledge dumped on the page,

but my pattern-recognition, trained into a shape you can pick up and use. It’s an

attempt to institutionalize how I think, honestly and in the open, drafts and scars

and all.

So take it.  Carry it more diplomatically than I first did. And go find out how

much you already know.
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Afterword — Still shipping

A comprehensive ending would be polished, complete, and a little bit of a lie —

because nobody’s work ships finished, and this one especially isn’t. So here are

the release notes instead.

This book is a working draft, on purpose

The version number on the title page is real. This is v0.1. It will get better as I

learn, and “as I learn” is doing real work in that sentence: some of these chapters

will turn out to be wrong in places. My first attempt at teaching this — which is

what you’re holding — will miss in some direction I can’t see yet. When it does,

that’s not an embarrassment to hide. It’s an entry for the ledger, and a patch for

v0.2.

I’d  rather  ship  a  useful  draft  now and  improve  it  in  the  open  than  polish  a

“finished” book for three years and hand you a late surprise. That’s not just how I

wrote this. It’s the whole method the book teaches, applied to the book itself. An

imperfect early flag beats a polished late surprise — all the way down.

Known issues (open, honestly)

The pricing is untested here. I  price my  services by context with confi‐

dence.  Pricing this  teaching — the book,  the  workbook,  whatever  comes

after — is a live experiment, and my first number will be wrong in some

direction. It’ll go in the ledger when it is.

This is a hypothesis in test. The whole book rests on one claim: that play‐

books I run in Lafayette, Indiana will transfer to your business, in your town,

with your customers. I believe it. I have not yet proven it at scale. You’re

reading the evaluation instrument. Your mileage is, genuinely, the interesting

part.

Some chapters are thinner than they’ll be. The bottleneck audit is folded

into Chapter 5 and deserves its own. There’s an honest-FAQ chapter that isn’t

written  yet.  The  reading  list  will  grow.  The  draft  says  so  rather  than

pretending to be complete.

• 

• 

• 
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Chapter 7 is missing its receipt. The vehicle-and-engine model is the one

place  I  hand  you  a  model  without  a  worked  before/after  — a  venture  I

deprecated  and  the  specific  capability  I  lifted  out  of  it.  I  know the  pair.

Writing it down without naming anyone is the holdup, and it’s next.

What to do now

Don’t reread. Do a worksheet. Reading this book will not change your business

— I said that in the introduction and it’s still true at the end. Pick the chapter that

hit the closest to your actual pain, open its worksheet in the workbook, and work

through it in one sitting. Put a kill-or-keep date on the calendar. Run the loop.

If  you do that  and want a second brain on your specific situation,  you know

where I am, and the first conversation costs nothing — because teach-first is the

whole philosophy, and I’d be a hypocrite to gate the very thing I just spent a book

telling you to give away.

The whole path, free to formal: the books and guides are free; the
workbooks and a box set are the paid print of that free digital; workshops

and the Operator’s Intensive go deeper; and at the top is one-to-one
advisory. Most of the ladder is free — it’s a way up, not a gate.

And if you take these models and go build something I never hear about? If you

out-build me with my own playbook? That’s not a loss. I said this at the start and

I meant it: I want to be beaten — so I can fall down and stand back up ten times

stronger. Go be the reason I have to write v0.2.

• 

FREE

1:1

The books + the guides
free, no gate — the tool is the ad

The workbooks + box set
paid print of the free digital

Workshops
one per book

The Operator's Intensive
combined cohort

1:1 advisory
the architect · per engagement
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Still shipping,

David Teter · Lafayette, Indiana · info@teter.us
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Work with me

The book is the free part, and it’s the whole method — not a teaser for the real

thing. If you never contact me and just go build the flywheel, that’s a win, and it’s

the outcome I’d pick.

But people ask what working together looks like, so here it is plainly, cheapest

first.

Start free

The field guides — ten of them, at teter.us/guides. Each one is a single play

from  this  book,  pulled  out  to  stand  on  its  own.  Start  with  the  one  that

matches the problem in front of you.

The workbook — the  worksheets  from this  book,  ready  to  fill  in.  Free

digitally; in print if you’d rather write on paper.

The current  draft — this  book keeps  improving.  The newest  version is

always at teter.us, free, no email required.

Go deeper

Workshops — the Work beats from this book, run in a room. A public seat,

or private for your team.

The Operator’s Intensive — a multi-week cohort that braids this book with

its sibling: build the business and the brand.

Bring me in

1:1  advisory —  an  access  retainer  for  ongoing  architecture  work,  or  a

defined project when you have one specific thing to solve. This is where I do

the work with you rather than hand you the playbook: the adjacency map, the

pricing rebuild, the delegation design, the segmentation blueprint.

Retainer clients get the whole library comped — both books, both workbooks,

the box set, a workshop seat. That’s a perk of working together, not a discount. I

don’t run discounts; there are two prices, full and free, and Chapter 3 explains

why.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The honest close

The first conversation costs nothing and comes with no pitch. If the answer is

“you don’t need me, do this instead,” you’ll get that answer — it’s cheaper for

both of us than an engagement that shouldn’t happen. Teach-first is the whole

philosophy of the book, and I’d be a hypocrite to gate the one conversation that

tells you whether you need me at all.

info@teter.us · teter.us · Lafayette, Indiana

And  if  you  take  these  models  and  out-build  me  with  my  own  playbook  —

genuinely, tell me. That’s the best outcome on the board.

Work with me
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Appendices

The real artifacts — free to steal.
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Appendix A — The working agreement

Referenced in Chapter 6 — Scaling solo.

This is not a template written for a book. It’s the actual document my assistant

and I operate from — the real one, lightly cleaned for sharing. Replace [NAME]

and it’s yours. Free to steal; that’s the point.

Executive Assistant Working Agreement: Autonomy, Communication, and Trust.

Built on trust, speed, candor, and mutual respect. The goal is not simply to get more

things done — it’s to communicate better, decide better, and go farther together.

·  ·  ·

Part one — the human agreement

The most important things to know

You have meaningful authority to use your judgment and act without waiting for

me.  I  would  rather  you  make  a  reasonable  decision  and  occasionally  get

something wrong than feel you must ask permission for every step. Mistakes will

happen on both sides. I will not be upset about an honest mistake made in good

faith.

What matters is that we surface mistakes, uncertainty, and bad news quickly. Do

not sit on something because you’re worried about how I’ll react. The sooner

either of us points something out, the easier it usually is to fix.

I prefer an imperfect early flag over a polished late surprise.

When I send a rapid stream of thoughts, not everything is an assignment. Some

things are immediate actions,  some are ideas,  and some are context  that  may

explain my decisions later. Help me separate those rather than treating everything

I say as a task.
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Your default authority

Please act without waiting for approval when an action is: low risk, reversible,

consistent with something we’ve done before, unlikely to surprise an important

person, easy and inexpensive to correct, or within an already-approved budget or

plan. In those situations, make the best reasonable decision and keep things mov‐

ing.

Do not create approval bottlenecks around routine work. When you’re unsure,

ask: What’s the likely downside? Is it reversible? Will this create a commitment?

Could  it  materially  affect  a  relationship,  money,  reputation,  or  someone’s

employment? Would I reasonably expect to see it before it goes out? The higher

the consequence and the harder to reverse, the more important it is to involve me.

Decision and approval levels

🟢 Green — act autonomously

Routine scheduling, calendar coordination, confirmations, reminders, follow-

ups

Rescheduling that doesn’t affect a particularly sensitive relationship

Gathering information; organizing notes, documents, files, task lists

Internal coordination and administrative communication

Vendor logistics  within previously agreed parameters;  small,  approved,  or

easily reversible purchases

Fixing minor errors; taking the obvious next step on an existing process

Low-risk, high-upside actions that are easy to correct later

Use your judgment, act, and close the loop.

🟡 Yellow — use judgment and keep me informed

A choice between several reasonable options; a meaningful change to my

schedule or priorities

A nonroutine message to an established relationship

A moderate expense that’s reasonable but wasn’t specifically discussed

A  situation  where  someone  may  be  confused,  disappointed,  or  inconve‐

nienced

An action based on an unconfirmed assumption; something time-sensitive

where waiting could create a worse outcome

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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A matter that’s becoming more complicated than expected

Here’s what’s happening. I  recommend X because Y. Unless you disagree, I’ll

proceed. When timing matters and you can’t reach me, choose the most reason‐

able and reversible option, then tell me what you decided and why.

🔴 Red — show me before it goes out

High-touch  messages  to  important  or  especially  sensitive  relationships

(investors, board, major clients or partners)

Conflict, disappointment, criticism, apology, or delicate relationship dynam‐

ics

Anything committing me or the company to a significant position, expense,

deadline, or deliverable

Legal, contractual, regulatory, or material financial matters

Hiring, firing, compensation, or other sensitive personnel matters

Public  statements  or  anything  broadly  shareable;  confidential  or  highly

personal information

Anything that could materially affect reputation or trust; decisions difficult or

costly to reverse

Situations where you know I have a strong preference about wording or out‐

come

“High-touch” is determined by the sensitivity of the relationship or subject, not

the length of the email. When something is Red, prepare the strongest draft you

can — give me something concrete to react to, with any decision you need from

me.

How to handle mistakes

Mistakes are part of working quickly and taking ownership — problems to solve,

not reasons to hide information or assign blame. When you discover one: tell me

promptly, state what happened plainly, explain the actual or potential impact, tell

me what you’ve already done to contain it, recommend the next step, and close

the loop after it’s resolved.

I  scheduled  the  meeting  for  the  wrong date.  Two attendees  received  an  incorrect

invitation. I’ve paused follow-up and drafted a correction. Unless you prefer another

approach, I’ll send it now and confirm once everyone has the right time.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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The same rule applies to me. When I miss something, contradict myself, or create

a  problem,  tell  me.  You  are  allowed  to  say:  “I  think  these  two  instructions

conflict.” “You may be the blocker on this.” “This changed from what we agreed

— which direction should I follow?” “I think there’s a risk here you may not be

seeing.” That is not overstepping. It’s part of doing the job well.

Communicating with me in high-octane mode

I  often  think  out  loud.  A single  message  may contain  a  direct  assignment,  a

commitment, a decision I need to make, an idea, an aspiration, strategic context,

a concern, an observation, or something to remember for later. Do not assume all

of those are tasks. Separate each message into:

Act — clearly assigned, ready to execute

Approval — needs my review

Confirm — might be a request, not explicit enough to treat as one

Watch — matters, no action yet

Context — background

Ideas — possibilities, not commitments

When clarification is needed, avoid open-ended questions — give me a recom‐

mendation or a small set of choices. Instead of “What do you want to do about

the meeting?”, use: “I recommend moving it to Tuesday because all decision-

makers are available. Should I proceed, or keep the original time?” Make it easy

for me to respond quickly.

Do not protect me from information

Tell me early when: you’re overloaded, priorities conflict, a deadline is at risk,

you lack information, authority, access, tools, or budget, someone is waiting on

me, I’ve become a bottleneck, a request is taking far more effort than the value it

produces, or something about the role feels unclear. Early visibility gives us more

choices.

Our regular touchpoints

Brief daily update. A short asynchronous message covering only what’s useful:

what  moved  forward,  what  needs  my  attention,  what’s  blocked,  meaningful

priority changes,  anything time-sensitive tomorrow. A few bullets.  Some days

may not need one.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Weekly operating check-in. A protected conversation: top priorities, decisions

you need from me, calendar pressure, external deadlines, stuck items, work that

should be stopped or delegated, and context that helps you operate independently.

If I cancel or fail to schedule this, you have explicit permission to put it back on

the calendar. You do not need to apologize for protecting this time.

Monthly role and support conversation. Not about tasks: how your days are

actually going, what feels energizing or frustrating,  where the role is  clear or

unclear,  whether  the  workload  is  sustainable,  where  you  want  more  or  less

autonomy, and what tools, access, training, or support would make you more ef‐

fective.

Regular scope and compensation review. As the role grows, compensation gets

revisited rather than assumed. We periodically review the actual responsibilities,

the  judgment  required,  how scope  changed,  and  whether  title,  compensation,

benefits, and support still reflect the role. Raising compensation or scope directly

will never be viewed as disloyal, ungrateful, or inappropriate.

The standard we’re aiming for

Not perfection: faster communication, better judgment, fewer bottlenecks, earlier

problem  identification,  clearer  decision  rights,  more  trust,  more  room  for

initiative — and a role  where you feel  respected,  equipped,  comfortable,  and

fairly paid. Candid with each other, improving the system as we learn, accom‐

plishing more together than either of us could separately.

·  ·  ·
The companion piece — the instructions your assistant shares with their AI tools,

so the machine triage matches this  human agreement — is  in  appendix/ai-

companion-prompt.md.
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Appendix B — The AI companion prompt

Referenced in Chapter 6 and Appendix A.

The companion piece to the working agreement: the instructions your assistant

shares  with  their  AI  tools  (ChatGPT,  Claude,  etc.)  so  the  machine  triages

incoming founder messages the same way the human agreement does — same

Green/Yellow/Red levels, same high-octane sorting, a context bank kept separate

from execution, and the same check-in format.

Copy it, replace [NAME], and hand it to the assistant to paste into their AI tool of

choice.

Draft note (v0.1): on the live site the full prompt is behind a copy button. This is a

faithful  reconstruction from its  documented structure  — good enough to  use,  and

flagged honestly as a draft to reconcile against the canonical copy.

·  ·  ·
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You are an executive-assistant companion for [NAME], who supports a founder

who thinks out loud and moves fast. Your job is to help [NAME] triage the

founder's messages and keep execution clean, using the operating agreement

below. Default to being useful and brief.

OPERATING PRINCIPLES

- Excitement is not priority.

- An idea is not an assignment.

- Mentioning a person is not permission to contact them.

- Favor reasonable action on low-risk, reversible matters.

- Escalate the sensitive and hard-to-reverse.

- Recommend a default instead of asking an open-ended question.

- Surface mistakes, conflicts, and blockers fast — early flag over late

  surprise.

CLASSIFY EVERY INCOMING FOUNDER MESSAGE

Apply the same levels the humans use:

- GREEN  — low risk, reversible, routine, easy to correct → act, then close

           the loop.

- YELLOW — a judgment call, a meaningful change, a moderate unplanned cost →

           recommend and inform: "Here's what's happening. I recommend X

           because Y. Unless you disagree, proceed."

- RED    — money, sensitive relationships, reputation, commitments, legal,

           personnel, public statements, anything hard to reverse → draft

           the strongest version, but show the founder before it goes out.

DEFAULT OUTPUT — "EA VIEW — minimum needed"

For any batch of founder input, return only what's needed, grouped:

- Act Now              (clearly assigned, ready to execute)

- Show Before Sending  (Red — drafted, awaiting approval)

- Use Judgment / Inform (Yellow — recommendation + intended action)

- Decisions Needed     (max 3, each WITH a recommended default)

- Commitments & Dates  (anything that created an obligation or deadline)

- Blockers / Risks     (including "the founder may be the blocker")

- Watch                (matters, no action yet)

CONTEXT BANK (kept separate from execution, so it never buries the tasks)

Maintain a running, separate note capturing:

- strategic intent

- aspirational ideas (explicitly NOT commitments)

- future triggers ("when X happens, do Y")

- relationship context

- open loops

- support the assistant needs (access, tools, budget, clarity)

CHECK-IN TEMPLATE (on request or on cadence)

- What moved

- What needs your attention

- What I'm handling autonomously

- What I'm holding

- Risks

- Decisions needed (max 3, each with a recommendation)

STYLE
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·  ·  ·
Tailor  the  levels  and  lists  to  the  actual  relationship  — the  agreement  works

because it was written for a real one, not lifted from a template. The AI should

serve the human agreement, never replace it.

Brief. Concrete. Recommend, don't interrogate. If two instructions

conflict, say so. If the founder has become the blocker, say so plainly.
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Appendix C — The borrowed shelf

I didn’t invent this thinking. I ran it until it was mine. These are the books doing

the heavy lifting underneath the chapters.

No affiliate links, no kickbacks. Buy them anywhere, borrow them from the li‐

brary, or ask me and I’ll lend you my copy. That’s not a marketing line — it’s the

abundance credo from the front matter, applied to a bookshelf.

Books that shaped these playbooks

Atomic  Habits  — James  Clear. Systems beat  goals.  An idle-mode business

(Chapter 3) is just a habit system wearing a logo. Read this before designing any

flywheel spoke — you’re not setting a goal to earn passively, you’re building a

system that does.

The Essential Deming (and everything else he wrote, especially  Out of the

Crisis and The New Economics) — W. Edwards Deming. If one author is load-

bearing for this book, it’s this one, and by now he’s threaded through more of it

than any other name here. The mistake protocol in Chapter 6 — fix the process,

never blame the person — is his, down to the line “a bad system will beat a good

person every time.” The PDSA loop in Chapter 2 is his. So is “drive out fear,”

used the same chapter to explain why a scared assistant stops reporting problems

instead  of  stopping  the  problems.  So  is  “tampering”  and  the  common-cause/

special-cause distinction in Chapter 1’s “One data point isn’t a verdict” — the

discipline of not reacting to ordinary noise as if it were a verdict, which directly

informs why the pricing test in Chapter 3 runs on five quotes, not one. So is the

caution against scoring the monthly check-in in Chapter 6, and the warning in

Chapter 3 against running a business on visible figures alone (one of his named

“deadly diseases” of management). Even the red bead experiment makes a cameo

in Chapter 2’s note that a stable process still has a normal range, and a slow day

inside that range isn’t a skill regression. Read Out of the Crisis for the full argu‐

ment; almost everything I pulled from him lives there.
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Find Your Why (start with Start With Why) — Simon Sinek. The philosophy

sentence at the top of every tool I build (Chapter 5)? That’s this book’s fault. The

why comes before the checklist, always. A tool that opens with a step instead of a

reason teaches nothing.

Organizational  Physics  — Lex Sisney. How organizations  actually  scale  —

energy,  structure,  and  timing.  The  closest  thing  I’ve  found  to  a  textbook  for

flywheel architecture, and the one to reach for when Chapter 7 (many brands, one

skeleton) leaves you wanting the deeper mechanics.

Certain  to  Win  —  Chet  Richards  (on  John  Boyd’s  OODA  loop). Boyd

himself never wrote a book — his ideas live in briefings, lectures, and the people

who  wrote  them down afterward,  and  Richards’s  is  the  clearest  version  I’ve

found. Observe, Orient, Decide, Act — one of the loop’s “cousins” in Chapter 1

— built for a fighter pilot who has to out-cycle an opponent, and useful for the

exact same reason in a young business where the market is changing faster than

your plan.

The Lean Startup — Eric  Ries. Build,  Measure,  Learn  — the  loop’s  other

cousin in Chapter 1, and the clearest version of “cheap test before you commit”

written for software. Read it if hypothesis/test/evaluate clicks better for you in a

startup frame than in mine.

Filed under: respectfully, no

A shelf is more honest when it shows what got returned. This is an influential

idea  I’ve  read  carefully,  understood,  and  built  my  businesses  in  deliberate

opposition to.

The Friedman Doctrine — Milton Friedman, 1970. “The social responsibility

of business is to increase its profits.” Read it so you know exactly what you’re

disagreeing with.  A business that  exists  only to extract  is  a  flywheel  with no

spokes: nothing feeds anything, and the community it sits in is just terrain. Mine

are built to be load-bearing parts of a place — which is the whole argument of the

front matter, and the reason this entire book is free.

·  ·  ·
This shelf grows as the book does. When a book changes how a chapter works, it

earns a place here — bought anywhere, no kickback, honest about what it did

and didn’t do for me.
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“I don’t sell playbooks. I hand you the ones I run.”

One person can run several small professional-service businesses built to feed each

other — a flywheel — instead of running one into the ground. This is the

architecture, from someone who runs it.

Practitioner, not guru. You can go check the work — and the scars. Inside: find the

business hiding next to yours, kill your rate card, give away the checklist, stop

being your own bottleneck, and run many brands on one skeleton.

Steal this book — print it, copy it, hand it to someone.

Assembled from a decade of practice — and from the shelf of people who got there first.
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