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The Problem
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CHAPTER 1

The Compound Effect
Trap

Stop Compounding the Wrong Things and Discover
the 5 Core Components That Drive Your Economic
Engine

The phone buzzed against the nightstand at 2:14 a.m., and
Ben Mercer was already reaching for it before he was fully
awake. His body had learned the reflex years ago.

"Ben, it's Ryan. We got a problem at the Kessler site."

He was already sitting up, already reaching for the jeans
on the floor.

"What kind of problem."

"Pump failed on the foundation pour. Basement level's
flooding. Concrete's still curing. If we don't get water out
in the next hour we're looking at a redo on the whole
slab."

Ben didn't remember deciding to get dressed. He was just
doing it, phone wedged between shoulder and ear,
already running the numbers: redo cost, schedule hit, the
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penalty clause that kicked in if they missed the next
milestone.

"I'm coming," he said.

Behind him, Sarah's voice, thick with sleep.
"Ben. It's Nadia's game tomorrow."

He paused, hand on the doorframe.

"I know."

"You said you'd be there this time."

"I will be. This is..."

He stopped. There wasn't a version of that sentence that
didn't sound like every other time.

"I have to go."

He didn't hear what she said after that. He was already
down the stairs, already in the truck, already doing the
math on how many hours until Nadia's 9 a.m. game, and
already knowing the answer.

®

The bleachers were half-full, the smell of cut grass and
gas-station coffee in the air, and Sarah sat where she
always sat. Third row, first-base side, an empty space
beside her that she'd stopped trying to save around the
fourth inning.
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Nadia was up to bat in the bottom of the fifth.

Nine years old, batting helmet a size too big, the same
fierce concentration on her face that Ben had once told
her she got from him. Back when that had felt like a
compliment.

She looked toward the bleachers before she stepped in.
Just once, quick, almost involuntary. Sarah watched her

daughter's eyes find the empty space and hold there half a
second too long before she turned back to the plate.

Nadia hit a clean single to right field. The parents around
Sarah stood and cheered. Sarah stood too, clapping,
calling her daughter's name loud enough to cover for two.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. A text from Ben: Slab's
saved. Leaving now. How'd she do?

Sarah looked at the message for a long moment. Then at
Nadia, jogging back to the dugout, scanning the bleachers
again out of habit rather than hope this time.

She typed back four words:
You should ask her.

She didn't send anything else.

®
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Ben arrived twenty minutes after the last out, driving
straight from the site, still in yesterday's shirt. He found
them in the parking lot, Nadia's already buckled in,
headphones on, not looking up.

"Hey, kiddo," he said, leaning into the car. "I heard you got
a hit"

Nadia didn't take the headphones off.
"Mom told you."

"l wanted to hear about it from you."
"There's nothing to tell. You weren't there."

Ben looked at Sarah over the roof of the car. She didn't say
anything. She didn't have to.

®

Ben got to the office a little after nine, later than usual,
the exhaustion from the night before sitting behind his
eyes like sand. He hadn't showered. He'd told himself he
would, then hadn't.

Stacey was already at her desk when he walked in. She
always was, an hour before anyone else, going through
invoices like she was daring the numbers to be wrong on
her watch.

She'd been with Mercer Commercial for six years now.
Hired originally as a part-time bookkeeper, promoted to
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office manager within three months, and had quietly
made herself indispensable in ways Ben had never
formally acknowledged, and never paid for.

She had the kind of sharpness that made people
underestimate her right up until they didn't. Mid-thirties,
brown hair she wore pulled back in the same practical
knot every day because she'd long since decided there
wasn't time in her mornings for anything fussier, and a
quiet, put-together confidence that turned heads at
industry events whether she meant it to or not.

More than one sub had made the mistake of assuming the
pretty office manager wouldn't catch a padded invoice. All
of them had been wrong, and most of them didn't try
twice.

Ben had learned the same lesson two years in, the day
she'd caught a six-thousand-dollar billing error on the
Thornton job that three other people, including him, had
signed off on without noticing.

He'd apologized for missing it.

She'd just said, "That's what I'm here for," and gone back
to her screen like it hadn't cost the company anything at
all, because by the time she'd flagged it, it hadn't.

"Kessler's saved," he said, dropping into the chair across
from her desk. "Slab held."
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"I heard." She didn't look up from the screen. "Ryan called
me at 6 to ask if we had a second pump on standby for
next time.

"We don't. We'll get one."

"That's what you said after the Thornton job." She finally
looked at him. "And the one before that."

Ben rubbed his eyes. "I don't have the bandwidth for this
today, Stacey."

"You don't have the bandwidth for it any day. That's kind
of the problem." She said it flat, not unkind, the way she
said everything.

She'd been telling him some version of this for two years
and had long since stopped expecting it to land.

"You're the only person who knows what pump specs we
need, the only person who signs off on sub change orders,
the only person Ryan calls at 2 a.m. instead of whoever's
actually running that site. That's not a business, Ben.
That's you, wearing a business as a costume.”

He almost laughed. It was such an Stacey thing to say,
precise and a little cutting and completely true. "You have
a better idea?"

"I've had a better idea for two years. You've never had
time to hear it because you're always at a job site at 2 a.m."

He looked at her for a long moment. Something about last
night. The drive home, the question he hadn't been able

10
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to outrun, had loosened something in him that usually
would've bristled at this.

"Okay," he said. "Tell me."

Stacey sat back, genuinely surprised. It was the first time
in two years he'd actually asked.

Stacey pulled a legal pad toward her, the same one Ben
had seen on her desk for months without ever asking
what was on it. She flipped past pages of numbers to a
page near the back. Handwriting dense, corners of the
paper soft from handling.

"I've been mapping it out," she said. "Every decision that
comes through this office in a given month. Who actually
makes it versus who's supposed to make it She turned
the pad around so he could see. "Look at this column."

Ben looked. Nearly every line had the same word written
next to it, in the same slightly impatient hand: Ben.

"That's every pump spec, every change order, every sub
complaint, every scheduling conflict," she said. "Sixty-one
decisions last month. You personally touched fifty-four of
them."

"That's my job."

"Is it? Or is it just what's left after twelve years of nobody
else ever being trusted to do it?"

11
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She said it gently enough that it didn't land as an
accusation, just a question she'd clearly been sitting with
for a long time.

"You built this whole company around being the guy who
shows up. I get why. I've heard you tell the story about
your dad enough times to understand where it comes
from. But at some point 'the guy who shows up' stops
being the thing that saves the company and starts being
the thing that's capping how big it can get."

Ben didn't answer right away. He was still looking at the
column of his own name, fifty-four times over, in Stacey's
handwriting.

"You think I'm the bottleneck," he said finally. It wasn't
quite a question.

"I think you're a really good bottleneck. That's almost
worse." She tapped the pad. "A bad one, people work
around eventually. A good one, everybody just keeps
routing through, forever, because it works, until the day it
doesn't, at 2 a.m., on a job big enough that it can actually
sink you."

Ben sat with that. Outside, he could hear a truck pulling
into the lot, one of the crews back from a smaller job,
laughing about something. Normal life, going on, oblivious
to whatever was happening in this room.

®
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His phone rang around eleven the next morning. Nils.
"Lunch," Nils said, no preamble. "Rosa's, noon. I'm buying."

Ben almost said no. Kessler fallout, a super to replace,
sixty-one decisions with his name on them. But it was
Nils, and Ben had learned a long time ago that when Nils
told you to clear an hour, it was usually the most valuable
hour of your week.

Nils Vinje ran a mechanical contracting outfit twice the
size of Mercer Commercial and somehow made it look
like it cost him nothing. He coached his kid's baseball
team.

He'd made every one of the last six Chamber breakfasts
Ben had skipped as well as chairing a committee for the
Rotary Club and leading a men's Bible study at his church.
Last spring he'd taken three full weeks off, phone off, and
come back to a company that hadn't so much as stumbled
without him.

Ben had spent a long time telling himself Nils was just
lucky, or that mechanical was somehow an easier business
than commercial building. He was running out of ways to
believe that.

He showed up at Rosa's at 12:03, still in his work shirt. Nils
was already seated, looking like a man with absolutely
nowhere else he needed to be.

"You look like hell," Nils said.

13
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"Long week."

Nils studied him for a second. "Nadia's team lost Saturday.
Eight to two. She had a nice single in the fifth." He let that
sit. "I coach third base. I saw you weren't there."

Ben didn't answer right away. He picked up the menu he
had no intention of reading.

"Kessler pump failed Friday night. Flooded the foundation

pour. I was at the site till 4 a.m. making sure the slab held.

"That's why you missed the game, or why you missed the
one before it too?"

Ben set the menu down. "What is this, Nils."

"It's lunch," Nils said, easy, no edge in it at all. "Tell me
what's going on."

And Ben did.

It came out slower than he expected, and then all at once.
The pump.

The redo he'd avoided by inches.

The sixty-one decisions Stacey had counted with his
name on fifty-four of them.

Ryan threatening to quit if he didn't get a second super
hired soon.

The Thornton job before that, and the one before that.

14
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The schedule that never let up.

The subs who cut corners the second he wasn't standing
over them.

The growing sense that the company had gotten bigger
without ever getting easier, like he was running faster
each year just to stay in the same place.

Nils didn't offer a single thing. He nodded, asked the
occasional question, how long has Ryan been threatening
to leave, what happened on the Thornton job specifically,
but mostly he just let Ben talk, plate going cold in front of
him, in no apparent hurry to be anywhere else.

It was nearly twenty-five minutes before Ben got to the
part he hadn't said out loud to anyone.

"Nadia told me there was nothing to tell me about her hit.
Because [ wasn't there."

His voice caught slightly on it, the first time all week he'd
let it.

"I keep telling myself next quarter's different. Next job's
different. It's never different, Nils. It's just more of the
same, and I built the whole thing, so I don't even get to
blame anybody else for it."

Nils let that sit in the air for a moment, unhurried.

"I know," he said finally. "I sat in a booth pretty close to
this one, about four years ago, and said almost that same

15
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sentence to a guy who let me finish before he said a word
back.

Ben looked up.

"You're allowed to keep talking," Nils said. "I'm not going
anywhere."

Nils let the silence sit before he spoke again.

"Can I ask you something, and you actually sit with it
before you answer?"

Ben nodded.

"Where does this go? Not next quarter. Not the Kessler
job.

Five years from now.

Ten.

If nothing changes.

If you're still the guy Ryan calls at 2 a.m.,
still the only name in Stacey's column,

still building the same company the same way you've built
it for twelve years,

what does that actually look like? What will that feel like?"

Ben started to answer fast, the way he answered
everything, and then stopped himself.

16
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"Bigger," he said slowly.

"More jobs like Kessler. More zeros on the contracts." "And
you? Not the company. You."

Ben opened his mouth again, and then actually pictured it.
Himself at fifty. Still first to the site, still last to leave, still
the only name anyone called at 2 a.m. because nobody
else had ever been trusted to be.

More missed games. Not just Nadia's, further out, the
ones he couldn't quite picture yet because some part of
him had never let himself get that far before.

"Tired," he said finally. "Just... more tired. Same problems,
bigger dollar signs attached to them."

Nils didn't look away.

"And Nadia. Ten years from now. What's she remember
about her dad at this age?"

Something in Ben's face shifted. He looked down at his
hands on the table.

"I don't know," he said, barely above a whisper. "I don't
know, and that scares me more than Kessler ever could.”

Nils let the silence hold a moment before he asked the
next one, gently but without backing off.

"And Sarah.

Ten years of this.

17
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Same pace.

Same phone calls.

Same empty seat at things that matter to her.
She still there?"

Ben didn't answer right away. When he did, his voice had
gone somewhere Nils hadn't heard it go before.

"She's already stopped saving me a seat," he said.

"You know how I know that? I know because I noticed.
Just this week, for the first time, I actually noticed." He
swallowed.

"I don't know how many more of those she's got in her.
don't think I want to find out by accident."

Nils didn't rush to fill the silence, and he didn't look away
either. He'd seen this before. Knew exactly what it looked
like when a man finally let himself feel ten years he'd
spent his whole life outrunning

the company,

the marriage,

the kid who was starting to stop expecting him

all of it landing at once instead of one slow year at a time.

Nils let the silence hold a moment longer before he asked
one more.

18
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"And Sam.
Not ten years from now.
Right now.

Sixteen. Two more years under your roof, and then he's
gone. When's the last time he asked you to come to
something?" Ben didn't answer right away. When he
finally did, something had gone out of his voice.

"I can't remember," he said. "That's the honest answer. I
don't think he's asked in over a year. Junior high, he asked
about everything, wanted me at every game, every
parent-teacher thing. Somewhere along the way he just
stopped." He rubbed a hand over his jaw. "I told myself
that was normal, kids pull away at that age. But Nadia's
not pulling away yet. She still mostly saves me a seat.
Sam's not pulling away. He already left, and I didn't even
notice the day it happened, because there wasn't one day.
It was a hundred small ones, and I missed every single one
of them."

Nils didn't say anything for a long moment.

"That's not the warning, Ben," he said finally. "That's not
where this goes if nothing changes. That's where it
already went. Once. And you're still working the same
twelve-hour days that got you there."

"That's the same wall I hit," he said quietly, after enough
time had passed. "Four years ago. Same booth, pretty
much the same words."

19
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He paused.
"You want to know what changed?"

Nils let the silence hold a moment longer before he
answered his own question. "You want to know what
changed? I met a guy who'd already lived through worse
than either of us has, and came out the other side
building it right."

Ben waited.

"Dropped out of school at fifteen, went straight into the
trades. By nineteen he'd started his own contracting
business up in Michigan, nothing to fall back on if it failed,
because he'd already walked away from the one thing
everybody tells you that you need.

Ran it nine years the hard way,

no systems,

hired guys for skill instead of character,
took whatever work came through the door,
And he didn't know his numbers.

Then everything came apart on him at once.
Business collapsed.

Marriage too.

He ended up a single father of two young kids,

20
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and picked up and moved to Florida, some town that'd
just been leveled by a hurricane, because that's where the
rebuilding work was. Recession hit about a year after
that."

"That's a hell of a way to start over"

Nils shook his head slightly, like he still found it hard to
believe himself. "And it worked. Not just survived — built it
back bigger than what he lost. People started asking him
to talk about how he did it."

"So he's a speaker now. Not a contractor."

"Eventually he sold the contracting business and went
into coaching full time," Nils said.

Nils finally picked up his fork, like the story had reached a
resting place.

"Coached hundreds of companies over a decade, owners
scattered all over the country and beyond it, Canada,
Australia, England, Ireland, wherever a video call could
reach. Twenty-five, thirty clients on the books at a time,
meeting with each one on his own, once or twice a
month. Same pattern every time. Good conversation, the
right answer, and the guy hangs up the call with a
notebook full of it and walks back into a company where
nobody else ever heard a word. Didn't matter how right
the answer was. The owner was the only one who'd ever
heard it, so the owner was the only one who ever actually
changed." Nils shook his head. "That's when he stopped

21
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meeting with owners by themselves and started guiding
whole leadership teams instead, the owner and everybody
under him, in the same room, building it together instead
of him carrying it back alone. Some of that's local, guys
close enough to just drive to. Some of it means getting on
a plane. He flies out of Knoxville to see one client all the
way up in Alaska every quarter, because the whole thing
falls apart the second it goes back to being a screen
instead of a room. That's the model he runs now. Ten to a
hundred million in revenue, helping them align and scale
without the owner being the one thing holding it all
together."

He slid his phone across the table, the contact already
pulled up.

"Graham," he said. "That's who you'd be calling."

22
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CHAPTER 2

What Actually
Compounds

Stop Confusing Hustle for Progress and Discover the
One Move That Actually Compounds

The address Nils had given him led to a sleek professional
building downtown, the kind with a directory in the lobby
and a receptionist who knew his name before he'd
finished introducing himself. Ben had expected something
smaller. Rougher, maybe, a guy who'd once worked with
his hands, in an office that still looked like it. This wasn't
that. Everything about the space said the man inside had
built something worth paying for.

Graham's office carried the same quiet confidence as the
building around it: clean lines, nothing ostentatious,
nothing that apologized for itself either. He was younger
than Ben expected, late forties maybe, weathered in the
specific way of a man who'd spent real years outdoors
before he'd spent the rest of them behind a desk like this
one. He came around the desk instead of waiting behind
it, shook Ben's hand like he meant it, and grinned. "You've
got the look of a guy who thinks he's about to get

23
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lectured." He waved him toward a chair. "Relax. We're just
going to talk."

"Nils tell you about me, or did he just hand you a phone
number and let you wonder?"

"Bit of both," Ben said. "He told me the outline. Dropped
out at fifteen, business at nineteen, all of it coming apart,
moving to Florida after the storm, the Recession hitting
right after." He paused. "He didn't tell me what it actually
felt like. Just the facts.

Something shifted in Graham's face, not surprise, more
like he'd been hoping somebody would finally ask the
better question. "Nils's good at the facts. He wasn't there
for the part that actually changed anything." He leaned
back, easy now. "You want the part he can't tell you?"

"That's why I'm here."

Graham was quiet for a beat, like he was picking which
door to walk through first. "Twelve hundred miles from
anybody who knew my name, in a town that had just
gotten flattened by a hurricane. Told myself I moved there
for the rebuilding work. Really I think I just needed to be
somewhere nobody had watched me fail yet."

"Every morning I got my two kids to the bus stop by
seven-thirty, then drove an hour and a half each way into
markets that were still brand new six months after the
storm, knocking on doors in a town where nobody had

24
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ever heard of me. Some days that felt like starting over.
Most days it just felt like falling with better posture.”

Graham was quiet for a moment, like he was deciding how
much of it to hand over. "Everybody who's heard the
outline pictures the low point as the business going
under, or the marriage ending. Those were bad, nine years
I'd put into that company, gone. But the actual bottom
came a couple years after that, once the Recession hit on
top of everything else. Middle of the night, in a rental in a
town where I didn't know a single soul, two kids asleep
down the hall depending on a man pushing thirty who still
had no idea what he was doing. That's the moment I got
on my knees and asked God for wisdom. Not business
advice. Wisdom, like Solomon asked for, in the old Bible
story. I wasn't being noble about it. I was just out of
everything else."

"What happened?”

"Nothing, for a while. That's the part nobody tells you. I
didn't feel wise. I felt exactly as lost the next morning as I
had the night before." Graham let out a short laugh, more
relief than humor. "What I did feel, out of nowhere, was
this hunger to read. To learn. A kid who'd walked out of a
classroom half a lifetime earlier, suddenly staying up past
midnight with library books like they owed me something.
I've come to believe that hunger was the answer, just not
the one I was expecting to recognize."

Ben sat with that, quiet.

25
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"One of those books put a phrase in my head I'd never
heard before, that your worth isn't what you take in
payment, it's how much more value you give than that.
Changed how I thought about everything, the business,
the people around me, all of it. I didn't just read the book.
Not long after, I actually got to meet the man who wrote
it. Got mentored by him." Graham's voice softened. "We're
still close to this day. Everything I do in this office, with
guys like you, I learned first by watching how he did it
with me."

Ben let that land for a moment. "So you're saying even you
needed a guide."

"I'm saying nobody gets out of this alone. Not me. Not
you." Graham leaned forward. "But here's the part that
actually saved the company, once the reading and my
business guide gave me eyes to see it."

"Everybody around me in those years was doing the same
thing, grinding for the next lead, chasing whatever job
might come next, because the economy was dead and it
felt like survival meant finding the next one." Graham
leaned back, like the memory still had weight to it. "You
ever ski?"

Ben blinked at the turn. "Some. Why." Graham just waved
a hand, telling him to hang on, like he already knew this
next part would land.

"Building a business that way is like skiing straight
downhill. You lean left, chase more work, get a few jobs
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lined up. Soon as you've got them, you've got to lean right,
hire up, staff enough hands to actually build what you
sold. Get that handled, and you're already out of work
again, so you lean left, chase the next job, then lean right
again to staff it. Back and forth, the whole way down the
mountain, and it never lets up, because you're never
actually building anything that carries you forward. You're
just surviving the next turn." He tapped the desk. "That's
the doom loop. It looks like hustle. It feels like
momentum. It's actually just leaning left, then right, then
left, all the way down, and calling it a business."

"What'd you do instead?"

"Stopped hunting, for a minute, and looked at who I'd
already won over." Graham paused, like he was deciding
how much of this to hand over. "There was a book that did
it for me. A friend handed it to me during a slow stretch,
dead broke, out of leads, nothing coming in. Book called
Endless Referrals, by a guy named Bob Burg. There's a
story in it about a fellow named Joe Girard that's the one
that stuck with me. Held the Guinness World Record for
greatest salesman alive, sold cars up in Detroit, six a day
retail, when the average for the whole industry was six a
month."

"Six a day."

"Six a day, and not because he was some kind of closer. He
did it by staying top of mind. Sent one card, every month,
to every single person who'd ever bought a car from him.

27
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That's it. That was the whole secret. When Guinness came
to verify his numbers, they went through his filing
cabinets pulling names at random, some from six months
back, some from five years back, and asked every one of
those customers the same question. Who sold you your
car." Graham shook his head slightly, like he still found it
remarkable. "Every time, without missing a beat, the
answer came back the same. Joe Girard. Joe Girard. Five
years later, and his name was still the first thing out of
their mouth."

"So you started sending cards."

"I started paying attention to what I'd been ignoring. And
not long after I finished that book, I went to a barbecue at
a friend's place. Their house had just had some contract
work done, two months before, nice job, they were happy
with it. I asked who'd done the work." Graham's voice
slowed. "They couldn't tell me. Not a fuzzy memory, not
almost remembered. Gone. I had them dig out the phone
book, check the fridge for a magnet, dig through a drawer
for an invoice. Nothing. Two months. A job they were
genuinely pleased with, and the name of the company
that did it had already disappeared.’

Ben sat with that a moment. "That's insane."

"That's normal." Graham shrugged, a small rueful smile on
him now. "Welcome to the club. I found out the hard way
too. That's what happens to every single one of us if we
don't do something on purpose about it. These weren't
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unhappy customers. They were raving fans, and they still
couldn't have referred me a single soul if their life
depended on it, because nobody had ever bothered to
stay in front of them. That's the day I understood staying
top of mind wasn't a nice extra. It was the whole game. A
happy customer who's forgotten your name is worth
exactly nothing."

"Every customer I'd ever done right by, people who
trusted me, people I'd delivered for, and I'd been treating
them like a finished transaction instead of a live wire. So I
started staying in front of them. Not selling. Just staying
top of mind, a call, a note, showing up when I said I would,
being the guy they thought of first when anything came
up, or when somebody they knew needed work done."
Graham tapped the desk once, like the memory still
carried weight. "That's the piece almost nobody does,
because it doesn't feel like hustle. Chasing new leads feels
like hustle. Staying close to people who already trust you
feels like nothing, until you notice it's the only thing in
your whole business that was actually compounding
instead of just repeating.”

"That's what got you through the Recession."

"That's what kept the lights on during the Recession,"
Graham said. "There's a real difference here, and it
matters. Staying top of mind with the people who already
trusted me is what brought in enough work to survive. It
didn't fix the rest of it. I was still the only name on every
invoice, still the only guy anybody called at two in the
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morning, still working sixty, seventy hour weeks because
nobody else had ever been trusted to carry any of it. The
Flywheel got me revenue. It didn't get me a life."

"So what did"

"Building the rest of it. Purpose, values, the org chart, a
scoreboard, real planning, real ownership spread across
real people instead of just me. That took years, and I
didn't do it alone. Someone walked me through it, quarter
by quarter, the same way I'm about to walk you through it
if you'll let me." Graham leaned back. "The Flywheel is
where you start. It is not where you finish. Guys who stop
here usually end up exactly where you are right now in
another five years, just with a bigger, more exhausted
version of the same company”

"Took about three years before any of it looked like
something from the outside. A few write-ups, some
speaking invitations, a book about the referral piece I
ended up calling How to Double Your Business Without
Making a Sale. Once that thing was out, the phone started
ringing different, and I sold the contracting business
inside a year. Never looked back.

He let the silence hold a beat, then broke it himself,
leaning forward with a grin. "So. You want to keep being
the bottleneck, or you want to talk about the alternative?"

Ben shifted in his chair. "The alternative."
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"Yeah." Graham reached over, pulled a clean sheet of white
printer paper from a drawer, and set it between them, no
logo, no lines, like he wanted nothing on the page but
what he was about to draw. He sketched five circles in a
ring, then connected them with arrows, each one pointing
into the next. "Let me ask you something first. You ever
push a flywheel? Big steel disc, heavy as hell, mounted on
an axle?"

"Not since shop class, maybe."

"First push is brutal. Nothing happens. You put everything
into it and the thing barely creeps." Graham tapped the
first circle, then traced his pen along the arrow into the
second. "Second push, a little easier. Third, easier still.
Somewhere in there, if you've been pushing in the same
direction the whole time, the wheel starts doing some of
the work for you." He circled back to where he'd started.
"Eventually it's turning almost on its own, not because any
single push got bigger, but because none of them got
wasted, and each one feeds the next."

"Okay"

"Here's the part most guys never stick around long
enough to see." Graham set the pen down flat on the page.
"That first push, it's not just hard, it's discouraging. You
put everything you've got into it and the wheel barely
moves, and every instinct you have tells you it's not
working, tells you to quit or push somewhere else. Most
guys quit right there, or they scatter their pushes across
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ten directions because the one direction isn't showing
results fast enough." He looked at Ben directly. "But if you
find the right five, and you keep pushing on those,
specifically those, and in their specific order, the day
comes where the wheel isn't just turning anymore. It's
flying. And the growth you see once that happens isn't the
kind you can explain with normal math. Guys who've lived
it tell me the same thing every time, it's not incremental,
it's not ten percent better. It's the kind of profit and
progress that makes you look back and wonder why you
spent nine years pushing in nine directions when five,
aimed right, in the right order, could've done this.
Everybody's already compounding something, effort,
hours, worry, all of it adding up to more of the same.
That's not the hard part. The hard part is knowing which
five things actually compound, versus which ones just
repeat. Get that right and you get the hockey stick
everybody wants and almost nobody builds."

Ben looked down at the five circles on the page, at the
arrows looping back into each other. "So it's not that I
haven't worked hard enough"

"No," Graham said. "It's that you've never once stopped
long enough to ask which five pushes were worth all that
effort, and in what order. Everything else was just
motion." Ben tapped the page. "So what are my five."

Graham folded his own sheet in half and set it aside, like it
had already done its job, and laughed, an easy, real laugh,
like Ben's impatience was exactly the right instinct. "I have
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no idea. And neither will you, not tonight. Every business
has its own five, and most owners spend their whole
careers pushing on the wrong ones without ever finding
out." He stood, signaling the meeting was done for the
day. "Come back next week and we'll find yours."

Ben hesitated at that, planner still open in his lap. "Before
I do. What's this actually going to cost me."

"Fair question." Graham said a number, flat, no apology in
it either direction. "Billed monthly. No contract, no term,
nothing to sign that locks you in." He shrugged. "The day I
stop being worth that number to you, you cancel. That
simple. I'd rather earn it every month than have a piece of
paper doing the convincing for me."

Ben sat with that a moment. He'd expected a pitch, some
version of the sales conversations he ran himself every
week, and instead got something closer to a dare. "That's
it? No package, no minimum term?"

"None of that works on somebody like you anyway,"
Graham said. "Guys who've dropped out of school and
built something from nothing don't respond to being
locked into things. They respond to results. I'd rather be
judged on those, every single month, than on how
convincing [ was the first time we talked."

"One more thing," Graham said, walking him toward the
door. "Once we've got your five circles figured out, we're
going to get your whole leadership team in a room
together, quarterly. Fair warning: it'll probably be more
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fun than you're expecting." He said it like he already knew
what Ben was picturing. "I've watched a lot of teams do
this work. The ones laughing the hardest are usually the
ones making the most money. Never once seen that be a
coincidence."

"It's harder than it looks, though," Graham added. "Most
guys think they already know their five circles. Almost
none of them do."

Ben stood too, the printer paper still in his hand. "How do
you know [ won't."

"I don't. Graham smiled, the real one this time, not the
one he'd led with. "That's what next week's for."
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CHAPTER 3

Finding Your Flywheel

Stop Running on Someone Else's Playbook and
Discover the Five Circles Already Driving Your
Business

Ben came back to Graham's office two weeks later, and
this time he brought the leather bound planner he'd used
for years trying his best to keep track of appointments
and notes, along with the printer paper still folded in his
truck's glovebox where he hadn't quite worked up the
nerve to leave it at home. Sarah would ask what it was. He
wasn't ready to explain it yet, not until he understood it
better himself.

"You look like a man who's been thinking," Graham said,
grinning as he waved him toward the same chair. "Sit.
Let's see what you came up with."

Graham nodded at the folded printer paper sticking half
out of Ben's jacket pocket. "Look at you. Came prepared

and everything." He said it like it genuinely pleased him,

not like he'd expected any less.

Ben huffed something close to a laugh. "Wasn't sure [ was
doing it right."
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“There's no wrong way to think about your own business
for two weeks straight" Graham grinned. "Some guys
need six months and three reminders just to open the
folder. You're already ahead of most of them."

"I've been thinking about five circles for two weeks
straight."

"Good. That means it worked." Graham's mouth twitched
toward a smile as he pulled out his own sheet, the one
with the five circles and the arrows, and set it beside
Ben's planner. "Last time I gave you the shape of it. Today
we build yours. Not mine, not some generic version out of
a book. Yours"

"Where do we start?"

"Same place every time. The customer's journey through
your business. Not your org chart, not your process
documents, the actual path a real human being takes from
never having heard of Mercer Commercial Builders to
being the kind of client who calls you before they call
anybody else." Graham tapped his pen against the desk.
"Walk me through it. Start from the beginning. How does
somebody become your customer?"

Ben thought about the Kessler job, about how it had come
in, and started talking. Referrals, mostly, from architects
and property managers he'd worked with before.
Sometimes a cold bid off a public listing, though those
margins were always thinner and the clients meaner. He
talked through the estimating process, the walkthrough,
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the proposal, the negotiation. He talked through the build
itself, the subs, the schedule, the inevitable change
orders. He talked through the punch list, the
walkthrough, the handoff, the invoice.

Graham wrote almost nothing down. He just listened,
occasionally nodding, occasionally asking a question that
made Ben stop and think harder than he wanted to.

"Okay," Graham said, real satisfaction in it, once Ben had
talked himself out. "Here's what [ heard. Lead generation,
that's one. Estimating and proposal, that's two.
Production, the actual build, that's three. Closeout and
handoff, four." He held up a hand before Ben could speak.
"That's four real components, and every one of them is
something you already do, whether you've named it or
not. What's missing?"

Ben looked at the four circles Graham had sketched while
he talked. He looked at them a long time.

"I don't know!"

"Yes you do. You told me the answer yourself, back at the
start, before you even knew you were telling me." Graham
leaned forward. "How many of your jobs this year came
from somebody you'd already built for?"

Ben did the math in his head. Not exact, but close enough.
"Maybe half""

37



FLYWHEEL

"And how many of those did you go out and win, versus
how many just showed up because somebody
remembered you existed?"

Ben sat with that. The honest answer wasn't a number, it
was a feeling, a low, uncomfortable recognition of
something he'd never once put a name to. Every referral,
every repeat client, every job that had landed in his lap
instead of being fought for on a bid list, none of it had
come from anything he'd built on purpose. It had just
happened. Luck, or maybe just doing decent work and
letting the rest sort itself out.

"None of it," he said finally. "I never did anything to make
that happen. It just happens.”

"That's the fifth circle." Graham drew it in, closing the
ring, connecting it back to the first, something almost
pleased in the way he did it. "Staying top of mind. Not
selling, not chasing, just staying present enough that
when a former client, or somebody they know, needs a
commercial contractor, your name is the one sitting at
the front of their head. Right now you've got four
components you built on purpose and one you've been
getting by accident. And the one you're getting by
accident is the one that's actually compounding. Every
other referral job that shows up without you lifting a
finger to go find it, that's not luck. That's a flywheel
component running with nobody at the wheel."
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Graham tapped each circle in order as he talked. "Three
rules, and if you get these wrong the wheel doesn't turn
no matter how hard you push.

First, each one has to flow naturally into the next. Not
force it there, it has to actually be the next real step in the
customer's experience. You don't get to invent a step
because it sounds good on paper.’

He tapped the second circle. "Second, each one has to
make the next one easier. A good estimate makes
production smoother. A clean production makes closeout
faster" He tapped the fourth circle, then the fifth, and
held there.

"Third, and this is the one people miss, a full rotation has
to make the next rotation easier. Not just the next step.
The whole loop

"And if it doesn't."
"Then you don't have a flywheel. You've got a doom loop."

Graham said it flatly, like a diagnosis he'd delivered a
hundred times before, then let out a short laugh at his
own bluntness. "Grind for a lead, win it, do the work,
closeout, and then start from zero again hunting for the
next lead, same as the last one, no easier, no cheaper, no
faster. Most contractors run their whole careers on a
doom loop and call it a business. It looks like activity. It
feels like progress. It's actually just the same four tasks on
a treadmill, over and over, and the only thing
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compounding is how tired you get." He tapped the fifth
circle again, harder this time. "This is the one that breaks
the loop. This is the one that turns four tasks into an
actual flywheel"

"Why this one specifically."

"Before I tell you, look again." Graham tapped the four
circles in order, then stopped at the fifth. "Lead
generation feeds production. Production feeds closeout.
Straight line, one after the other. This one's different.
Look at where the arrow actually goes. What's it doing
that the other four aren't?"

Ben looked at the sheet a long moment, tracing the arrow
with his eyes before he said anything. "It's not just
pointing at the next thing. It's pointing back at the first
one.'

"That's it exactly." Something satisfied crossed Graham's
face, the look of a man watching someone else find a door
he already knew was there. "Lead generation feeds
production, production feeds closeout, fine, that's a
straight line. But top of mind is the one that reaches all
the way back around and feeds lead generation itself. A
client you stayed in front of refers you a new lead. That
new lead is warmer, cheaper to win, and closes faster
than the one before it, because the trust already exists
before you ever pick up the phone." Graham drew the
arrow from the fifth circle back into the first, slow,
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deliberate, like he wanted Ben to watch it happen a
second time now that Ben had found it himself.

"That's the whole difference between five tasks and five
compounding tasks," Graham went on. "Without this
circle, you finish a rotation and you're standing exactly
where you started, staring down another cold lead. With
it, you finish a rotation and the next one's already easier
than the last, before you've done a single thing to earn it.
That's not a nice bonus. That's the entire mechanism. Skip
this circle and the other four just spin you in place, faster
and faster, going nowhere. Build this circle and the same
four circles start pulling you forward on their own."

Ben stared at the fifth circle. "So what happens if
somebody actually ran it. On purpose.”

"Then instead of half your work showing up by accident,
you're looking at seventy, eighty percent of your book
coming from people who already trust you, at better
margins, with less fighting for the job, because you're not
one of six contractors bidding blind anymore. You're the
guy they already picked before the bid ever went out."
Graham sat back. "That's the piece almost nobody builds,
because it doesn't feel urgent. Chasing the next lead feels
urgent. Staying in front of somebody who already trusts
you feels like nothing until you go two years without
doing it on purpose and realize it was the only thing
actually compounding the whole time. That's the hockey
stick I told you about that first day in my office. Yours just
got a shape to it."
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Ben picked up his pen and, for the first time since he'd sat
down, started writing. Not questions this time. Answers.
Lead generation. Estimating and proposal. Production.
Closeout and handoff. And under it, circled twice, the fifth
one. Staying top of mind.

"How do you actually do that last one," Ben asked. "Not the
theory. What do you actually do."

"Depends on the business, but the principle's the same
everywhere. You build a system, not a memory. A call
after every closeout, not just a thank you, an actual check
in thirty, sixty, ninety days out, did the building perform
the way we said it would. A note when you see their name
in the news, a promotion, an expansion, anything. Staying
in the room even after the job's done, instead of
disappearing the second the final invoice clears." Graham
shrugged. "None of it's complicated. All of it gets skipped,
because there's always a fire burning somewhere else that
feels more urgent.

Ben thought of Stacey's legal pad, fifty four items with his
name next to them. He thought of every fire he'd put out

personally over the last two years, and how none of them
had been this.

"I've never once called a client back after the job was
done," he said. Saying it out loud made it worse than
thinking it. "Not once. Not to check in, not for anything
that wasn't a problem.”
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"Then you've been running a four component business
your whole career and calling it a five component one."
Graham's tone gentled, a small smile taking the edge off it.
"Happens to almost everybody who sits in that chair, so
don't go feeling special about it. Imagine what happens
once you stop leaving it to chance.'

Ben looked down at the page. Five circles, an arrow
connecting each one to the next, the fifth curving back
into the first the way Graham had drawn his own. It
looked simple. It looked like nothing, really, five circles on
a piece of paper. But he kept thinking about the math
Graham had thrown out, seventy or eighty percent of a
book of business built on relationships instead of blind
bids, and something in his chest that had been clenched
for longer than he could remember loosened, just slightly.

"This is what you did," Ben said. "After the Recession hit.
This is what got you growing again."

"It's what got me growing again. It's not what gave me my
life back, I told you that already, and I'll keep telling you
until it sinks in, because guys get to this point and think
they're done. They build the fifth circle, everything speeds
up, referrals and repeat work start feeding themselves,
and they stop right there thinking they've arrived.
Graham's voice sharpened, just slightly. "I didn't stagnate
after I built mine. I grew faster than I ever had. I just
became the bottleneck of a much bigger, much faster
business instead of a small one, which is not the relief
anybody thinks it's going to be. This is the lens. This tells
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you what's worth compounding. It doesn't tell you how to
build a company that can run without you standing in the
middle of it, catching every ball yourself. That's a different
set of tools, and it takes longer, and it's the part that
actually matters."

Graham let that land for a second before he added one
more thing. "Once you've built one of these, you can't
unsee it. You'll start spotting them everywhere in this
business. Who stays safe and who doesn't. Which subs
actually show up for you when they're slammed. Where
your cash actually goes versus where you think it goes.
Who you hire and whether they ever want to leave. Every
one of those is a flywheel too, spinning whether you're
steering it or not. This is just the first one, because it's the
one that pays for finding the rest."

Ben nodded slowly, but his mind had already drifted,
unwillingly, to Nadia's game, to Sarah's text, to the truck
ride home where he'd sat with his father's absence and his
own side by side. "It's not just the business, is it."

Graham leaned in, genuinely interested now, and tilted his
head slightly. "What do you mean."

"I've got a kid who told me there's nothing to tell me
about her life because I wasn't there to see it happen.
That's not a production problem. That's the same thing,
isn't it. I've been running four circles at home too, and
calling it a full life, and the fifth one, the one where I
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actually show up and stay present, I've been leaving that
one to chance same as the referrals.

Graham didn't answer right away. When he did, his voice
had lost its edge. "I can't build that circle for you. Nobody
can hand you presence. But yeah. Same principle.
Whatever you neglect long enough to leave to accident,
that's the thing quietly deciding how the whole system
turns out, whether it's your business or your family. You
don't get to skip the fifth circle just because it's
inconvenient. You only get to decide whether you build it
on purpose or keep hoping it holds together without you."

Ben closed the planner around his five circles and sat with
that for a long moment.

"So what's next," he finally asked. "Now that I know what
mine looks like."

"Next you go build it"" Graham tapped the five circles once
and let Ben sit with that a second before he kept going.
"This is the shape. It's not the whole machine yet. Every
one of these circles needs a real number attached to it,
one KPI that actually tells you whether it's turning or just
sitting there looking like it's turning. And every number
needs one owner, somebody who lives or dies by it, not a
committee, one name. Line those up in the same order as
the wheel, and that becomes your scoreboard. That's how
you actually watch it run instead of just believing it's
running, because you built a nice diagram once." He sat
back. "But none of that works yet. Not the KPIs, not the
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scoreboard, none of it, until you can answer a harder
question first. Why does Mercer Commercial Builders
exist at all, beyond making you money. What are you
actually building, and why should anybody, your crew,
your clients, your own family, care whether it succeeds.

Ben stood too, tucking the planner under his arm. "That
sounds like a different conversation."

"It's the next one," Graham said. "Purpose comes before
any of the rest of it holds. Get that wrong and the
flywheel just turns faster in the wrong direction." He
paused, and this time there was warmth behind it. "Next
time, bring your leadership team. All of them. This isn't
something [ hand to one owner in a back office. If it's
going to hold, they need to hear it and build it themselves,
same as you just did."

®

That night, after Sarah and Nadia were asleep, Ben sat at
the kitchen table with the printer paper flattened in front
of him and his planner open to a clean page. Two circles
came easy, straight from memory. Lead Generation.
Estimating and Proposal. He'd been living both his whole
career, no thinking required.

He made himself slow down anyway, and instead of
sketching the abstract version, he walked a real job
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through it. Henley Street. How had that one actually
started.

An architect he'd poured a foundation for six years back,
mentioning his name to the building's new owner over
coffee. That was lead generation, and it hadn't cost him a
dime or a single cold call. He wrote it down, then kept
going. The estimate. The build. The walkthrough where
the owner had shaken his hand twice, once at the start
and once leaving.

Four circles in, his pen slowed. He wrote Team for the
fifth, almost without thinking, Ryan's face, Stacey's legal
pad, the sixty-one decisions, all of it still sitting close to
the surface from two weeks back.

He looked at the word a moment, then crossed it out,
hard enough to tear the page slightly.

Not your org chart, Graham had said. The customer's
journey.

Team wasn't something a client walked through. It was
something that stood behind the wall, invisible to the
person actually living the five circles. He sat with that a
minute, a little annoyed at himself for reaching for the
familiar answer instead of the true one, and went back to
the actual question. What was the client experiencing that
he hadn't already named.

He thought about the six-month call he'd never once
made. About the eight, nine years some of his crew had
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been on the payroll, hired off the same handful of referral
chains he'd never bothered to notice as a pattern until
Graham had made him look. He wrote Staying Top of
Mind under the crossed-out word, then circled it twice,
same as he had in Graham's office.

Five circles. He drew the arrows between them the way
Graham had, and started checking his own work against
the rules, out loud under his breath, half convinced he'd
gotten one of them wrong.

Rule one. Does each one flow into the next.

He traced it. Lead generation into estimating, yes.
Estimating into production, yes. Production into closeout,
yes. Closeout into staying top of mind, yes, that one he
had to think about, but it held, the last impression on a
job was exactly the thing that made a client want to hear
from him again later. Closeout into top of mind. He hadn't
seen that connection before tonight.

Rule two. Does each one make the next one easier.

A clean estimate made production smoother, less
guessing, fewer change orders. A clean production made
closeout faster, nothing left to argue about. He nodded to
himself, pen moving again.

Rule three. Does the whole loop make the next loop
easier, not just the next step.

This was the one Graham had said people miss. Ben sat
with it a long time, tracing the arrow from the fifth circle
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all the way back into the first, the way Graham had drawn
it slow and deliberate on his own sheet.

Henley Street had come from an old referral. If he actually
built the fifth circle on purpose instead of leaving it to
luck, the next Henley Street wouldn't take six years of
accidental goodwill to show up. It would show up because
he'd built the machine that made it show up.

He wrote one line at the bottom of the page, underlined
once.

The shape's right. I still don't know how I'd actually see it
working week to week.

He closed the journal on that question and went to bed,
the first night in longer than he could remember that he
fell asleep thinking about something other than the next
fire.

49



FLYWHEEL

CHAPTER 4

The Audition

Stop Announcing Change From the Top and Discover
What It Takes to Earn a Room's Trust

The conference room at Mercer Commercial Builders had
never felt small before. Ben had sat in it for a hundred
meetings, change order disputes, subcontractor
negotiations, the occasional chewing out he'd delivered to
a foreman who'd cut a corner he shouldn't have. It had
always felt like his room. Today, walking in twenty-five
minutes ahead of a meeting he half expected to have to
himself for a while, he found Graham already there, alone
at the window with a cup of the break room's bad coffee,
like he'd been standing in it a good while longer than that.

"You're early," Ben said, hearing the surprise in his own
voice before he could smooth it out. Being first into a
room was usually his whole personality.

"Half hour, most days," Graham said, unbothered, like it
wasn't worth remarking on. "A room full of people who
didn't ask for this meeting is already half convinced it's an
ambush. Better they walk in and find me standing here
waiting on them than watch me walk in cold, same as they

are.
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Stacey came in first, legal pad already out, and Graham
had her name back to her before she'd finished saying it.
Ryan came in a few minutes after, arms already starting
their fold, and Graham shook his hand, said his name too,
unhurried, like he had nowhere else to be, which by then
he'd made true for the better part of half an hour. By the
time the rest of the team had filtered in, Graham had
learned every name in the room without once glancing at
a seating chart or a legal pad of his own, and something in
the room had already loosened slightly before anybody
had said a single word about why they were there.

When everyone had finally settled, Stacey to Ben's left,
Ryan across from him with his arms already crossed, the
same posture he'd worn since Ben had told the leadership
team two days earlier that they were bringing in outside
help. Nils had warned him this part would be
uncomfortable. Ben hadn't understood what he meant
until he watched his own superintendent's jaw tighten at
the words "outside help" like Ben had just announced
layoffs.

Graham took the one open chair last, with an easy grin,
like sitting down was the least urgent thing he'd done all
morning.

"I know most of you didn't ask for this meeting," Graham
said, once he'd settled. "So let me tell you exactly what
this is, and exactly what it isn't, and then you can decide
for yourselves whether it's worth another hour of your
day"
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Nobody said anything. Ryan's arms stayed crossed.

"This isn't a motivational seminar. I'm not here to hand
you a poster with a word on it and tell you to believe
harder. I'm not a consultant who's going to disappear
after collecting a check and leave you holding a binder
nobody opens again." Graham let that land before
continuing. "What I actually do is simple to say and hard
to do. I meet with leadership teams like this one, several
times a year, and we build the actual operating system of
the business together. Not me telling you what your
values are. Not me telling you what your goals should be.
You built this company. You know things about how it
actually runs that [ never will. My job is to ask the right
questions, in the right order, until you find the answers
yourselves."

"With respect,” Ryan said, "we've all sat through this kind
of thing before. Somebody comes in, gets everybody
excited for a week, and then it's back to normal by Friday."
He glanced at the others, then back at Graham. "We doing
trust falls at some point, or just the one meeting where
you tell us it'll be different this time."

A couple of quiet laughs moved around the table. Graham
grinned along with them, like he'd heard some version of
that line in every conference room he'd ever walked into
and still enjoyed it every time.

"No trust falls," Graham said. "I've never once asked a
leadership team to catch each other. If a company needs
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that to trust one another, a group hug isn't going to fix it.
What actually builds trust is watching each other's
answers turn into real decisions that hold up three
months later. That's slower than a trust fall. It's also the
only version of it that's ever actually worked."

Ryan didn't quite smile, but something in his shoulders
loosened a fraction.

"You're right to bring that up, though," Graham continued.
"That's exactly what happens when somebody hands a
team a plan instead of building it with them. I've watched
it fail the same way you have, more times than I can
count. So let me ask you something instead of promising
you it'll be different. What would actually need to be true,
in this room, for something like this to stick past Friday?"

Ryan hadn't expected the question turned back on him.
He sat with it a moment. "I guess, if it was actually ours. If
we'd built it, instead of somebody explaining it to us."

"That's the whole method," Graham said. "That's not a
sales line, that's the actual mechanism. Everything we
build together, values, goals, the way this company holds
people accountable, all of it gets built by the people in this
room, not handed to you. I don't come in with answers. I
come in with questions, and I keep asking until the
answers that come out are true enough that you'd defend
them yourselves, because they're yours."

Stacey spoke up, cautious. "What does that actually look
like. Practically.
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"Two or three sessions to start, a full day each, about a
month apart. This room, everyone at this table. First one,
we start with why this company exists, beyond the
money, in words this whole team would recognize as true.
Then, thirty days out, we build how you'll actually run it
day to day, who owns what, how you'll know if you're
winning or losing on a given week instead of finding out
three months late. Then a third, if we need it, where we
set real targets, ninety days at a time, so nothing sits as a
vague someday goal nobody's accountable for."

Graham paused. "And I'll tell you now, there's no contract.
You can walk away from this whenever you want, no
notice required. My guess is you won't want to, not once
you see what it does, but I'd rather you stay because it's
working than because you felt locked in."

"How long does something like this usually run," Stacey
asked.

"Long as it needs to. After these first sessions, we meet
every quarter, one full day each time, to check the plan
and work through whatever's actually stopping you next.
Once a year, one of those meetings runs two days instead
of one, so we can dig deeper into the numbers and spend
real time on how you're developing your people. Some
clients I've worked with for years, through a sale, through
handing the business to a son or daughter, sometimes
right up until they walked out the door for the last time.
Businesses don't stop hitting constraints just because
they solved the last one. My job is to keep teaching you
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whatever's next. And none of what we build together is
going to look exactly like what I built with the last team I
sat across from, or the next one after you. I carry a lot
more into this work than any single company ever needs
all at once, values, seats, a scoreboard, rocks, plenty of
tools we may never even touch. What actually gets used in
this room gets decided by what's true about this business,
not by a template I already finished before I walked in. In
between sessions, I'm available, but the work is yours. I
don't run your company. I help you build the thing that
lets you run it without everything running through Ben's
desk.

"And if it doesn't work," Ryan said. "If we do all this, and six
months from now it's the same mess it's always been."

"Then it means I did my job wrong, and you should stop
paying me," Graham said, flat and unbothered, like the
idea didn't scare him one bit. "I'm not interested in
dragging out a relationship that isn't working. If this team
builds a real operating system and it doesn't change how
this place runs, that's on me, not on you, and we'd both
know it pretty fast.

A quiet settled over the table, the specific kind that meant
people were actually considering something instead of
just waiting for the meeting to end.

"There's something else you should know," Graham
continued. "This isn't just you deciding whether you want
to work with me. I'm deciding the same thing about you. I
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don't take on every team that asks. I've walked away from
rooms like this one before, when it was clear the
willingness to actually do the work wasn't there. So before
anybody commits to anything, I want the truth from this
room. Not politeness. Are you willing to sit in a room, four
times a year, and actually build this, out loud, in front of
each other, even when it's uncomfortable? Because it will
be uncomfortable. Truth usually is."

Nobody answered right away. Ben watched his own team,
the people he'd worked beside for years, turn the
question over privately before anyone spoke it out loud.

"I'll do it," Stacey said first. "I'm tired of being the only one
who knows where all the bodies are buried around here."

A small, surprised laugh moved around the table, the first
one since Graham had walked in. Graham laughed loudest
of all, clearly delighted with her.

Ryan uncrossed his arms, slowly, like it cost him
something. "I've been here nine years. I've watched Ben
run himself into the ground trying to hold this whole
place up by himself. If there's an actual way to fix that
instead of just talking about it, I'm in. But I'm going to
hold you to what you just said. If this doesn't change
anything, I'm the first one telling Ben to cut it loose."

"Good," Graham said, and meant it, something like relief
crossing his face. "That's exactly the kind of honesty this
needs to actually work."
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One by one, around the table, the rest of the team gave
some version of the same answer, some more convinced
than others, some clearly still watching and waiting, but
nobody said no. Ben felt something in his chest ease
slightly, not because the hard part was over, but because
for the first time in longer than he could remember, he
wasn't the only one in the room carrying the weight of
what came next.

"Alright," Graham said, closing his legal pad. "First session,
three weeks out. This room, everyone at this table. We
start with Purpose. Not what I think it should be. What it
actually is, built by the people who are going to have to
live inside it every day." He looked around the table once
more before standing, and for just a second the composed
calm cracked into something like real excitement. "T'll see
all of you then"

Ryan stood last, and as the room emptied, he caught Ben's
eye across the table. "This better be real, boss."

"It's real," Ben said, and for the first time since Kessler
flooded at two in the morning, he actually believed it.
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PART TWO

Build the
Machine

These Are the Gears
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CHAPTER 5

One Room, One Answer

Stop Writing the Answer Alone and Discover What
Your Team Builds When You Hand Them the Marker

Three weeks after the audition, the same conference
room held a different kind of quiet. No arms crossed this
time. No side-eyes toward the door. Just seven people
with coffee going cold in front of them, waiting to find out
what a full day of this actually felt like.

"Before we put anything up on that wall," Graham said,
already grinning like this was his favorite part of the day,
"I want to hear from every person at this table. Not your
title. Your name, one personal win from the last few
weeks, and one business win. Doesn't have to be big. Just
true.

It went around the table slower than Ben expected. Stacey
talked about finally getting her daughter's soccer
schedule to stop colliding with the office's Friday
deadlines. Ryan mentioned a crew he'd been worried
about for months finally clicking on the Henley Street job.
Emi said her win was closing out a permit that had been
stuck on a city desk for six weeks. Joseph admitted, a little
sheepish, that his personal win was just sleeping through
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the night for the first time in weeks. By the time it came
back around to Ben, something in the room had loosened
that hadn't been there when everyone first sat down, and
more than once Graham had laughed along with the rest
of them, an easy, unguarded sound, like he meant it.

Graham capped his marker but stayed standing. Beside
him was an easel with a pad of paper on it, sheets about
the size of a card table, the kind that stick to a wall on
their own without tape.

"Before we put a single thing up, [ want to tell you what
I'm about to do and why I'm doing it that way, because I'd
rather you watch the mechanics than sit there wondering
about them."

"I brought three things with me this morning. They're not
yours. They're mine, they're the only three I carry into
every room I ever work in, and at the end of today I'm
going to ask whether you want them." He held up two
fingers. "Two of them are going up on this wall in about a
minute as rules for the room. Not because I'm being cagey
with you. Because I have watched good ideas die in the
first ten minutes of a meeting on account of arriving in
some consultant’s mouth, and I would rather you live
inside these for a day and decide for yourselves than
agree with me at nine in the morning and forget by
Thursday."

"That’s a bit of a trick," Stacey said.
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"It is." Graham laughed, clearly delighted at being caught.
"It's the only one I've got, and I just told you what it is, so
it isn't much of a trick anymore."

He pulled the cap off a marker with his teeth, then held it
up like it was evidence.

"One more housekeeping item before I write anything,
and then I'll quit talking. [ am a terrible speller. Always
have been. On a good day I can just about get my own
name down, and if I'm in any kind of hurry all bets are off."
He grinned around the marker cap. "So bear with me and
these colorful permanent markers. If something on this
wall is spelled wrong, it is not a test and I am not being
clever. Just say so, I'll fix it, and we'll both feel better
about it."

He drew a long horizontal line across the middle of a
clean sheet and wrote three words above it.

OWNERSHIP. ACCOUNTABILTY. RESPONSIBILITY.
"Above the line," he said. "That’s a lea—"
"You dropped an I, Stacey said.

Graham turned around, looked at it, and laughed instead
of flinching. "Sure did." He drew a caret under the word
and squeezed the letter in above it, which made the whole
thing look worse rather than better, and did not appear
troubled by this in any way. "Nine seconds. That's a
record. Thank you."
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"Sorry."

"Don’t be sorry, that was the whole ask." He capped the
marker. "Where was 1. Above the line. That’s a leader."

Then he wrote three words below it.
BLAME. EXCUSE. DENY.

"Below the line. That’s a victim." He set the marker in the
tray. "And I want to be careful with that word, because it
gets people’s backs up and it probably should. I am not
calling anybody at this table a victim. What I'm telling you
is that every one of us drops below that line eight or ten
times a day and mostly never notices we did it. The sub
didn’'t show. The city sat on the permit for six weeks. The
market’s soft, the labor pool’s dry, the client changed his
mind again." He shrugged. "Every one of those might be
completely, factually true. True and below the line aren’t
opposites.'

Ryan’s arms were crossed. "So what's the rule."

"The rule is you can say it. You should say it, if it’s true.
Then anybody in this room gets to ask what the above-
the-line version of that sentence sounds like. Nobody’s in
trouble, nobody’s getting corrected. We just don't leave it
lying down there where nobody can do anything about it

He picked the marker back up and wrote one more thing
at the bottom of the sheet, and underlined it twice.

NO C-BOMBS.
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Stacey laughed before she could stop herself. "That is not
what I thought you were about to write."

"Can't,’ Graham said, grinning, and half the table was
laughing along with Stacey by now. "That's the C-bomb.
Laziest word in business, and it ends conversations that
had somewhere left to go. We can't hire in this market.
We can't get that schedule back. We can't afford it this
year. Every time one of those lands on a table, the
thinking stops right there, and everybody in the room
gets to relax a little, because if we genuinely can't, then
there's nothing anybody's obligated to do about it."

"Some things you actually can’t do," Joseph said. Not
arguing. Just accurate.

"You're right. Some things you can't"" Graham seemed
pleased somebody had said it. "And when that’s the case,
it'll still be the case after you've asked the better question.
All I'm after is the swap. Instead of we can't, we say how
can we. Sounds like a word game. It isn’t. Can't closes the
door and everybody gets to go home. How can we keeps
you standing in the doorway about ninety seconds longer,
and ninety seconds longer is usually where the answer

was.

He pulled the sheet off the pad and pressed it flat on the
wall by the door, where it stuck on its own and where
everybody would have to walk past it on their way to the
coffee.
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"That's it. Those are the rules. Above the line, and no C-
bombs." He turned the sheet over on the pad, grinning like
he already knew exactly how this was going to go, so they
could see the blank back of it. "And I'm keeping a count
today. Every time somebody in this room drops a C-bomb,
I put a mark back here. Not to embarrass anybody, and I'm
not going to say a word when it happens. I just want you
to see the number at the end of the day, because it always
goes down and nobody ever believes me when I tell them
it will"

"What if it doesn’t," Ryan said.

"Then you'll have gotten one honest data point about your
own leadership team for the price of a Tuesday," Graham
said. "Fair warning, I'm going to be insufferable about both
of these today. By about two o'clock you'll be catching
each other before I can, and then I get to sit down and
enjoy myself"

"Good," Graham said, once the last person finished,
warmly enough that a couple of people at the table sat up
a little straighter. "Now the harder part. Before we build
anything today, [ want every topic on the table. Real ones.
Whatever's actually eating at this business right now,
whatever's slowing you down, say it out loud and I'll write
itup.'

The wall filled fast. A subcontractor who kept missing
deadlines. A permitting delay on the Kessler job that
nobody had a clean answer for. Stacey admitted, carefully,
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that she still didn't know who was supposed to make the
final call on change orders when Ben wasn't reachable.

Ryan brought up a foreman two crews over, a guy named
Doyle, who kept cutting safety walkthroughs short to save
time on the front end of a pour.

"Been doing it about a year," Ryan said. "I've told him
twice."

"Can I ask you something and have you not take it wrong,'
Graham said.

"Depends on the something"

"You've told him twice in a year." Graham said it easily,
almost warmly, and tipped his head toward the sheet by
the door. "What's the above-the-line version of that
sentence.’

The room went quiet in a way it hadn’t gone quiet yet that
morning. Stacey found something to look at on her legal
pad. Ben watched his operations lead sit with it, jaw
working, and had the distinct sense that whatever came
out next was going to matter more than anything else that
had been said all day.

"l own it," Ryan said finally. "I've told him twice in a year
because saying it twice was easier than having the
conversation I actually needed to have with him. So it’s
been my problem for about eleven months and I've been
calling it his."
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"There it is." Graham wrote SAFETY WALKTHROUGHS on
the list with Ryan’s name next to it and a date thirty days
out. "And that’s a hard thing to say out loud with your boss
sitting four feet away, so thank you. We'll leave it there."

He moved on to the next topic without another word
about it, which somehow made it land harder than if he'd
dwelt on it. Ryan didn’'t add anything for the next ten
minutes. He didn’'t uncross his arms either, but he
stopped looking at the door.

Justin flagged three bids sitting untouched in his inbox
because nobody had time to price them out properly,
work they were probably losing to slower, cheaper
competitors by default.

"We just can't get to them," Justin said. "There’s not
enough hours in the—"

He stopped. Looked at the sheet on the wall.
"That’s one, isn't it."

"That’s one." Graham looked delighted about it. "Hour and
ten minutes. I had two o'clock.” He wrote THREE BIDS on
the list. "Don’t fix it yet. Just notice you did it."

Graham didn't try to solve any of it on the spot. He let the
list grow until the energy in the room started to shift from
venting to something closer to relief, the particular kind
that comes from finally saying a thing out loud in front of
people who can actually do something about it, and more
than once he looked like a man enjoying himself, watching
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a room do this kind of work without needing him to carry
it.

"We're not going to fix all of this today," he said, once the
sheet was full. "But every one of these becomes a rock, an
action item, something somebody in this room owns, with
a real date attached, before we leave. That's not optional.
A topic that stays a feeling never gets solved. A topic that
becomes somebody's job, with a deadline, usually does."

He worked the list quickly after that, assigning owners,
some topics going to Ben, more of them landing with
Stacey or Ryan than Ben expected, each one getting a
date thirty, sixty, or ninety days out. By the time the list
had been worked down to a manageable column of names
and dates, an hour had passed and nobody had checked
their phone once.

Graham capped the marker, pressed that sheet onto the
wall beside the first one, and started a clean one, rolling
his shoulders like a man about to enjoy himself.

"Alright," he said. "Now we build something." He wrote a
single word at the top of the clean sheet: WHY.

"Not why do we make money," he said. "Every business
here already knows how to do that, or you wouldn't have
seven leaders in this room. I mean the other why. If
Mercer Commercial Builders closed its doors tomorrow,
actually gone, who in this town loses something they can't
get anywhere else?"
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Nobody answered right away. Ryan shifted in his chair,
the same way he had at the audition, but this time it read
more like thinking than resistance.

"Our subs," Stacey said finally. "Half of them have worked
with us so long they'd take a pay cut just to keep working
with us instead of somebody who treats them like a
number.'

"Good." Something eased in Graham's face, like that was
exactly the answer he'd been hoping for. "Who else."

"The Henley Street project,’ Ryan said. "Nobody else in
this market would've touched that building the way we
did. Any other contractor would've torn out those old
bones and built something cheaper and faster. We didn't.

"Why not," Graham asked.

Ryan thought about it. "Because Ben wouldn't let us. Said
the building had been standing since before his granddad
was born and it deserved better than the easy answer."

Ben hadn't expected that to come back to him in the
room, Ryan repeating back a decision he'd made without
ever explaining why, and something in his chest tightened
at hearing his own reasoning matter to somebody else.

Graham wrote HENLEY STREET on the sheet, then
underlined it. "So there's a piece of it already. Keep going.
What happens to the people who work here, not the
clients, not the buildings, the crews, if this place
disappeared.”
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That question sat heavier in the room. Stacey looked at
Ryan. Ryan looked at the table.

"Some of my guys don't have anywhere else that'd take
care of them the way this place does," Ryan said finally,
quieter than before. "Not just the pay. When Reyes's kid
was in the hospital last year, Ben covered his shifts
himself for two weeks so the man could be there. Didn't
have to. Did it anyway."

"I didn't know you knew about that," Ben said.

"Everybody knew about that," Ryan said, like it was
obvious.

Graham let the moment breathe before he wrote a second
line under the first: the crew doesn't carry it alone.

"Here's what I'm hearing so far," he said. "Somebody in this
room already said something close to this a few weeks
back, and that thought isn't actually mine to take credit
for. Ben is. But I'm not going to hand it to you, because if
do, it's Ben's answer wearing a company's clothes. What I
want to know is whether this room, on its own, lands
somewhere close to it, or somewhere different. Either
one is fine. But it has to be yours."

He took nothing down. He just kept asking.

"What does this place look like when it's working exactly
the way it should," he said next. "Not the money. The
feeling of walking into a job site on a good day."
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"Organized," Stacey said. "Nobody's guessing what they're
supposed to be doing""

"Proud," Ryan said. "Guys bragging about the job instead
of just clocking out."

"Calm," said Justin, who'd barely spoken all morning.
"Ben's not white-knuckling every phone call like the
whole thing's about to fall apart.”

That last one landed on Ben harder than he expected.
He'd spent so many years assuming that tension was just
what running a company felt like, that nobody else in the
room had noticed it was actually a symptom.

Graham wrote CALM on the sheet next to CARRY and
PROUD and ORGANIZED, then stepped back and looked
at the four words like they were pieces of something.

"Last question, and then I want somebody in this room,
not me, to try putting it into one sentence. If a stranger
asked why Mercer Commercial Builders exists, and you
only got one breath to answer, what would you say."

Silence held for a while. Then Stacey spoke, slowly, like
she was building the sentence as she said it.

"We build things this town needs, and we build them
right, even when right costs more. And nobody who
works here carries that alone.”

Ryan nodded slowly. "That's it. That's actually it."
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Graham didn't touch the marker. "Say it again, and this
time somebody write it exactly the way Stacey just said it.
Not cleaned up. Not made to sound fancier. The way it
came out of her mouth is the way it's true."

Ben watched his team argue gently over two words for
the next ten minutes, not because they disagreed on the
meaning, but because they each wanted the sentence to
actually sound like them. It was the strangest kind of
pride he'd felt in years, watching people fight over
ownership of something instead of avoiding it.

What they landed on, finally, written on the sheet in
Stacey's handwriting, was this:

We build what this town actually needs, done right even
when right costs more, and nobody here carries that
weight alone.

Ben looked at it a long time. It was rougher in places, and
truer in others, Henley Street was in it now, and Reyes's
kid in the hospital was in it too, even if their names
weren't written down. It held more people's fingerprints
than anything he could have written alone at his own
kitchen table, and somehow that made it feel more solid,
not less.

"This is the part most owners get wrong," Graham said,
and he looked around the table like he meant to catch
every single face in it before he went on. "They think the
goal is getting everybody to agree with the boss's version.
That's not alignment. That's compliance with better
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lighting. What just happened in this room is different.
Nobody agreed to Ben's sentence. You built your own, and
it happens to be strong enough to hold the same truth he
already knew, plus a few things he didn't."

Ryan sat back in his chair, arms finally uncrossed all the
way. "I'll be straight with you. I came in here thinking this
was going to be corporate nonsense. Feels like something
else now."

"Good," Graham said, and grinned like Ryan had just
handed him the only compliment he actually cared about.
"Because we're not close to done for today. This afternoon
we're going after something harder, how you'll actually
treat each other while you're living this out, especially on
the days it's hard to. That one's called Core Values, and
it's usually where a team finds out whether they actually
believe what they just wrote on that wall, or just liked the
sound of it."

He capped the marker and looked at the sentence one
more time, something like pride crossing his face, before
he lifted the sheet off the pad.

"This goes up," he said, and pressed it flat on the wall by
the door where everybody would have to walk past it on
the way back in. "Nothing we build in this room comes
down until we leave. That's the first real thing this
company's ever built together, and I want it looking at you
while we do the next one."
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®

Ben didn't go to lunch with the rest of them. Said he had
calls to make, which was true in the way I have to used to
always be true, technically accurate and not the actual
reason.

He sat in his truck in the parking lot with the windows
down and the Purpose sentence still sitting in his head,
we build what this town actually needs, done right even
when right costs more, and nobody here carries that
weight alone, and thought about how it had taken him
and six other people the better part of a morning to say
that out loud, and how there was a version of that same
sentence he’'d never once managed to say at his own
kitchen table.

He called Sarah. She picked up on the third ring,
background noise, Nadia’s voice somewhere behind her
arguing with her brother about something.

"Hey," she said, a little distracted. "Everything okay?"

"Yeah." He didn't have anything to tell her. That was sort of
the point. "Just wanted to hear how the morning was

going.

A pause on her end, the kind that meant she was
recalibrating what kind of call this was. "It's going. Nadia
lost a library book, we're doing an archaeological dig of
the back seat. How's the thing today?"
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"Good. Harder than I thought it'd be." He watched a
couple of the crew's trucks pulling back into the lot. "I'll
tell you about it tonight."

"Okay." Another pause, softer this time. "I'm glad you
called”

He sat another minute after he hung up, engine off,
watching the building he'd spent eleven years building
look, for once, like it might actually survive him standing
outside it for an hour.

Then he went back in.
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CHAPTER 6

The Words We'd Follow

Stop Posting Values on a Wall and Discover the Words
Your Team Would Actually Follow

The Purpose sentence was still up on the wall by the door
where Graham had pressed it that morning, and half the
room had walked past it twice since lunch without quite
meaning to, and the room still carried the charge of it, the
particular kind of quiet that comes after people have said
something true out loud together for the first time.

Graham stood at a fresh sheet with a stack of small sticky
notes and a marker, and he didn't explain right away what
they were for, grinning a little, like he already knew this
exercise was going to land.

"I want you to do something first, before I tell you what
we're building," he said, easy about it, nothing clinical in
his voice at all. "Close your eyes if it helps you focus.
Think of one person, somebody you work with now, or
used to, doesn't matter which. Somebody who genuinely
inspires you. Don't say the name out loud. I don't need to
know who it is. Neither does anyone else in this room."
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A few uncertain glances passed around the table, but
people settled into it. Stacey's eyes were closed almost
immediately. Ryan took longer, jaw working slightly like he
was sorting through more than one candidate before
landing on someone.

"Got them." Graham smiled like he already suspected
some good ones were coming. "Now, one at a time, [ want
you to come up here and write two or three words. Not
their name. Just the words that describe them. What

makes them the person you thought of"

Stacey went first. She wrote shows up even when it's hard
and never makes you feel small in careful handwriting,
then sat back down without explanation.

Ryan went next. He wrote does the right thing when
nobody's watching, then paused and added a second
word: steady.

One by one, the rest of the team came up. Emi wrote
patient and teaches instead of just correcting. Justin
wrote finishes what he starts, no matter how small the
job. Joseph wrote earns trust before he ever asks for it. A
younger project manager named Gordon wrote tells the
truth even when it costs him. By the time everyone had
gone, the sheet was crowded with handwriting in
different hands, some phrases overlapping almost word
for word, others circling the same idea from a different
angle.
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Ben went last. He thought, for a moment, about writing
something that pointed at Graham himself, but the person
who came to mind instead was his own father, dead nine
years now, who'd taught him to frame a wall square before
he'd taught him much else. He wrote does it right even
when nobody would know the difference and sat back
down.

Graham studied the sheet a long moment before he spoke
again. "Here's what just happened, whether you noticed it
or not. Nobody in this room was asked what your
company's values should be. That question gets you
buzzwords. Integrity. Excellence. Teamwork. Words that
sound good on a wall and mean nothing by Tuesday,
because nobody actually built them, they just agreed to
them. What I asked instead was who you already admire,
and what you already know that person does, because
you've already got real proof it works. That's not a guess
about what good values might look like. That's a
description of values you've already watched somebody
live out."

He picked up the marker. "First thing we do is easy.
Anything on this sheet that's basically the same thing said
two different ways, we group it. Stacey wrote shows up
even when it's hard. Gordon, yours was close to that,
wasn't it."

"Tells the truth even when it costs him," Gordon said.
"Different words. Feels like the same bone underneath it."
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"Good eye. Group those." Graham drew a loose circle
around both phrases. He worked through the sheet that
way for the next twenty minutes, grouping, occasionally
asking someone to clarify whether two phrases were
actually the same idea or two different ones that
happened to sound similar. Ryan's steady almost got
folded into Emi's patient before Ryan stopped him.

"Those aren't the same," Ryan said. "Patient is about how
you treat people. Steady is about whether you fall apart
when things go wrong. I need both of those to be true
about somebody I trust. Doesn't mean I need both words
if you're worried about clutter, but don't lose the idea."

"Noted." Graham said it like he meant it, clearly enjoying
watching Ryan defend his word so precisely, and left it as
its own circle.

Ben’s turn came a few minutes later, while the group
worked through the last of the overlapping phrases.
Gordon’s line, tells the truth even when it costs him, was
sitting close to two others, and Ben had it half in his head
to fold it into Stacey’s shows up even when it’s hard and
move the group along, mostly because he'd never once
had reason to doubt Gordon and didn't see what there
was to test.

"That one goes with Stacey’s," he said, already reaching to
circle it. "Same idea."

"Does it," Graham said, not moving to stop his hand, just
asking.
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Ben paused. "Close enough"

"Ask him. Not me." Graham nodded at Gordon, who was
sitting quiet the way he usually did until somebody asked
him something directly.

Ben looked at Gordon, a little caught out, the way a man is
when he realizes he was about to speak for somebody
instead of to them. "Is it the same thing? Showing up,
versus telling the truth even when it costs you."

"I don’t know," Gordon said, careful about it. "I wrote it
because it's what I'd want somebody to say about me.
Doesn’t mean I've tested it lately."

The room had already started drifting toward the next
phrase before Graham brought it back.

"Say that last part again," he said.

Gordon repeated it, slower this time, like he was hearing
himself say it for the first time too. "Doesn’t mean I've
tested it lately."

"That’s not a value yet," Graham said, gently, to the whole
room, not just to Gordon. "That’s a hope about yourself,
and there’s a real difference between the two. A value’s a
thing you've already paid for once. If you haven't paid for
it yet, it's a nice sentence, and nice sentences don't hold
up on a Thursday afternoon." He looked at Gordon, no
edge in it at all. "I'm not asking you to prove it today. I'm
asking you to know the difference, because your name’s
about to go on this wall next to those words, and this
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room is going to hold you to them whether you tested
them first or not."

Gordon nodded slowly. "Fair enough."

Ben circled the phrase into its own cluster instead of
folding it into Stacey’s, and didn't say anything else about
it. He told himself later that he'd just been trying to keep
the exercise moving, and that was even partly true.

By the time the grouping pass was done, the wall of a
dozen scattered phrases had settled into six loose
clusters. Graham stepped back and looked at them with
the team, grinning a little, like the wall had already turned
into more than he'd expected.

“This is usually where it gets harder, not easier," he said.
"Six is close, but I want you fighting for five, maybe fewer.
Not because there's something magic about the number,
but because a team that can't hold its values in their head
when they're standing on a job site with a decision in
front of them isn't actually going to use them. Ten things
nobody can remember isn't a values system. It's a poster

The next half hour was the messiest part of the day, not
because people disagreed about right and wrong, but
because everyone had their own quiet attachment to the
exact phrase they'd contributed, the person they'd been
picturing when they wrote it. Graham let the argument
run its course, stepping in only to ask questions rather
than settle disputes himself. Twice he asked, "Is that
actually a different value, or are you just protecting the
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words you personally wrote," and both times the room, a
little sheepishly, admitted it was the second one.

The second time, he didn’t bother asking. He just pointed
at the sheet from that morning, still up on the wall by the
door with the line down the middle of it, and waited, and
Emi said "fine, it's mine, take it" before he'd gotten a word
out.

What survived, after the cutting, was five clusters:
Does it right even when nobody's watching.
Shows up and tells the truth, even when it's hard.
Steady when things go wrong.

Teaches instead of just correcting.

Never makes people feel small.

"Alright," Graham said. "Last part, and this is the part most
teams skip, and it's the reason values statements die in a
drawer. Five words like this are true, but nobody's going
to walk onto a job site and recite a list to themselves
before making a call. What actually sticks is something
you can spell out loud to each other in the middle of a bad
day. I want to see if these five words want to become
something memorable together, not just five words sitting
side by side."

He pulled out a laptop and turned the screen so the group
could see it, muttering something about how a man who
couldn't spell his own name had no business doing this
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part alone. "I'm going to feed it your five values, exactly as
you landed on them, and ask it to help find an acronym,
something these words could spell if we're willing to swap
one or two for a close synonym that means the same
thing. Not to invent a new value. Just to find the word
inside the word."

He typed in Craftsmanship, Candor, Steady, Mentorship,
Respect. A handful of options came back. Most felt forced,
acronyms that technically worked but sounded like
nothing a person would say out loud without
embarrassment. But one made Stacey sit up straight.

"CREST," she read off the screen. "Craftsmanship, Respect,
Even-keeled instead of Steady, Straight talk for Candor,
Teaching for Mentorship."

Ryan frowned at it a second, testing the words against
what they'd actually meant. "Even-keeled. That's just
steady with more syllables."

"Same bone," Stacey said, echoing Gordon's phrase from
earlier. "Different word."

"Straight talk," Ryan said slower. "That's better than
Candor, honestly. Candor's a word you'd see on somebody
else's wall. Straight talk is something I'd actually say to a
guy on a job site."

They tested a few more combinations, rejecting two that
technically spelled words but didn't mean what the team
meant, before landing back on CREST, with Ryan's one
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adjustment: Straight Talk instead of Candor, since it was
the version of the word that sounded like them.

Craftsmanship. Respect. Even-keeled. Straight Talk.
Teaching.

CREST.

Graham let the word sit on the screen a while before he
spoke again.

"Every piece of that came out of somebody in this room
describing a real person, not out of a workshop template.
That's why it'll survive past today. Six months from now,
when you're deciding whether to hire somebody, you'll
ask if they've got CREST. When somebody's not living up
to it, you'll be able to name exactly which letter they're
missing instead of vaguely feeling like something's off."

Ryan looked at the word a long moment, arms uncrossed,
something unguarded in his face that hadn't been there at
the audition three weeks earlier.

"Even-keeled," he said quietly, mostly to himself. "That
one's for my guy. The one I was thinking of earlier" He
didn't say who. Nobody asked.

"That's exactly how it should feel"" Something had gone
quiet and unguarded in Graham's own face, though he
didn't make a thing of it. "That one goes up next to the
others. Take fifteen minutes and get some air. When you
come back we're going to talk about how you actually
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operate day to day, how you live inside that word on the
days it's hard to."
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CHAPTER 7

Above the Line

Stop Letting "Can't" Decide the Outcome and Discover
the Principles That Keep This Team Above the Line

Graham gave them fifteen minutes.

Ben went out to the lot for the thermos in his truck,
because the office pot had been burnt since ten, and that
was how he came to be standing at his own tailgate when
he noticed Ryan forty feet away with a phone against his
ear.

He was pacing a short line between two parking spaces,
head down, one hand working the back of his neck. Ben
couldn’t hear a word of it and didn’t need to. He'd watched
Ryan have hard conversations for years, and the man’s
shoulders always came up around his ears about a minute
in. They were up around his ears now.

It went most of the break. Ryan hung up, stood a second
looking at nothing in particular, then came back across
the lot. He saw Ben at the truck and didn’t break stride.

"Doyle," he said, and kept walking.

That was the whole report.
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®

Graham was already at the front of the room when they
filed back in, smiling at people as they came through the
door the way he had every time all day, like the afternoon
was going somewhere he was looking forward to. He'd
taken the first sheet of the day down off the wall by the
door, the one with the line across the middle of it, and
moved it up where nobody would be able to look
anywhere else. The I Stacey had put back into
ACCOUNTABILITY was still sitting up there above its
caret, crowded in and slightly too small, nine hours old
nNow.

OWNERSHIP. ACCOUNTABILITY. RESPONSIBILITY.
BLAME. EXCUSE. DENY.

Everybody took the same seat they'd had that morning,
which Ben noticed, and which he found he liked more
than he expected to.

"Two things you built today," Graham said, rubbing his
hands together like a man glad to be back at it. "One
sentence about why this company exists, and five words
about who you are. Purpose and Core Values. Both of
them are true, and I'll tell you right now that neither one
is going to be much help to you at four o'clock on a
Thursday when the concrete's late and the client's on the
phone”
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He tapped the sheet.

"This will. And now I owe you the rest of what [ promised
you this morning""

Stacey looked up.

"I told you at nine o’clock this morning I had three of
these in my bag and that you'd get to decide about them
at the end of the day. This is the end of the day."

He didn’t look at Ryan when he said it. He didn’t have to.
Ryan snorted anyway.

Graham said it without looking for a laugh, no dig in it at
all. "And I'm not going to have to sell you on the first one,
because somebody in this room just spent a fifteen-
minute coffee break standing out in the parking lot
making a phone call he'd been avoiding for eleven months.
Nobody told him to. I certainly didn't. He got tired of
looking at that sheet, which is the only reason any of this
ever works"

Ben watched a couple of heads turn toward Ryan and
then, when Ryan didn't say anything, turn back.

"And the other one’s been working too, which I promised
you this morning I'd prove one way or the other" He lifted
the sheet off the front wall and turned it over. The back of
it was ruled into two columns in pencil, marked LUNCH
down the middle.
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"I've been counting since nine o'clock this morning)'
Graham said. "Seven before lunch." He tapped the second
column, which was noticeably shorter. "One after."

It took the room a second. Then Emi laughed, and Justin
put his head in his hands, because he knew exactly which
one after lunch had been his.

"You never said a word all day," Stacey said.

"Told you I wouldn't." There was real pride in it, not just
satisfaction. "And I didn't have to, because you all quit
doing it on your own by about one o'clock." Graham
turned the sheet back over and pressed it flat against the
wall. "That's the entire point of these. [ am not in this
building enough to correct anybody. If a thing only works
while I'm standing in the room, then it doesn't work, it
just looks like it works while I'm billing you."

"These have a name," Graham said. "Operating Principles."

®

He wrote it across the top of a clean sheet, and
underneath it, two lines, with a gap left open below them.

ABOVE THE LINE.

NO C-BOMBS.
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Graham looked around the room. "So we're clear. When
something goes sideways, we own it. No blame, no story
about why it wasn’t our fault. That the agreement?"

Nods around the table. Ryan said, "Yeah. Above the line." A
couple of the others echoed it.

Ben felt the tension leave his shoulders. It had gone better
than he expected.

Graham didn’t move on. He sat with the silence a few
seconds longer than felt comfortable.

"Ryan," he said. "Last week the Kessler schedule slipped
two days and the client found out from her own super
before she heard it from us. Who owned that?"

Ryan’s face tightened. "It was a supplier issue."

"I'm not asking what caused it. I'm asking who owned the
communication.'

The room went quiet. Ben started to step in, the same
instinct he'd had a hundred times, and then stopped
himself. He looked at Graham. Graham was still watching
Ryan, waiting.

Ryan finally said, "I should have called her the same day""

Graham nodded once. "That’s the line. Not the story about
the supplier. The line" He looked at the rest of the table.
"Most teams can say the words. Very few will sit in the
silence long enough to mean them. That’s the difference
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between a principle on the wall and a principle that
actually runs the company”

Ben felt the difference in his chest. He would have moved
on after the nods. Graham hadn't.

"There’s a third," he said, and capped the marker without
filling in the blank. "It'll keep a few minutes."

"Can I ask why those three," Stacey said. "Out of
everything you could carry around."

Graham set the marker in the tray and took longer
answering than he had about anything all day.

"Because I had a company before this one," he said, and
there was a short laugh in it that didn't have much humor
left in it. "Trucks with my name on the side of them. Nine
people at the best of it. It went under, and for about two
years afterward I could give you the reasons in an order
that held up at any bar in this town. The bank moved on
me early. My partner checked out and I found out how far
after. Two of my best guys left inside the same month and
took a customer list with them. The market went
sideways in oh-nine like it went sideways on everybody"

He wasn’t looking at any of them in particular.

"Every one of those things happened. I want to be clear
that [ wasn'’t lying to anybody, including myself. I was
standing under that line with my arms folded telling a
story that was true in every detail, and I was the guy it all
happened to."
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Nobody said anything at all.

"It took me a lot longer than I'd like to say in front of a
room to work out what that was costing me. As long as
the story was true, I never had to do anything about it.
That’s the whole trap, and it's a comfortable one. A victim
with good evidence is still a victim." He shrugged slightly.
"The day it finally got through to me was not a good day.
It was, however, the first day I had any actual power in my
own life, because you can’t change a thing that’s being
done to you. You can only change a thing that’s yours. The
second you own it, it’s in your hands, and that turns out
to be the whole difference.”

He picked the marker back up, a rueful half-smile
ghosting through it.

"I lost a business learning that one. You get it for the price
of a Tuesday, so I'd take it if I were you."

"That’s a heck of a thing to tell a room," Ryan said.

"You went first this morning," Graham said, and grinned.
"Seemed rude not to."

"Here’s the difference, and it matters, because most
companies never draw it and then wonder why nothing
they wrote down changes anything." He pointed at the
CREST sheet, third one down the wall. "A Core Value
describes a person. It’s the thing you hire for and the
thing you eventually fire for. Craftsmanship is a
description of who somebody is when they show up. You
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either got a craftsman or you didn’t, and no amount of
coaching turns one into the other."

He moved his hand to the line.

"An Operating Principle describes a moment. Not who you
are. What you do in the next thirty seconds when it’s
going badly. Two entirely different tools, you need both of
them, and if you can't tell them apart you'll end up with
one long list nobody ever uses."

Ryan sat forward. "Then explain something to me, because
it's been bugging me since you moved that sheet up front."

"Go." Graham leaned back, eyebrow up, and waited him
out.

"Even-keeled. That’s one of ours. Steady when things go
wrong." He pointed at the top half of the sheet. "How is
that not the same as this?"

Stacey opened her mouth, then closed it, because she'd
been about to ask a version of the same question.

"Huh," Graham said, and broke into a grin. "That is a good
question.”

And then he didn'’t say anything, which was the first time
all day he hadn’t had something ready to go.

"Give me a second with it." He looked back and forth
between the two sheets for a while, long enough that
Justin shifted in his chair. "I've been running those two
together for about nine years, and you're the first person
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who's ever stopped me on it. So [ want to actually think
about it, because I don’'t have an answer sitting ready and
I'm not going to invent one for you."

It went quiet. Stacey wrote something down.

"Alright, here’s where I land, and you tell me whether it
holds up, because you found it and not me." Graham
tapped CREST. "Even-keeled is a trait. It's how you'd
describe Ryan to somebody who's never met him, it’s
mostly baked in by the time a man’s thirty-five, and it's a
good part of why you'd hire him in the first place." He
tapped the line on the other sheet. "Above the line is a
choice, and you make it fresh every single time, and being
an even-keeled man does not spare you from making it.
Somebody perfectly steady can sit right there, calm as
anything, and say the sub didn’t show for eleven months
running.’

Ryan thought about it.
"That holds," he said.

"Then I'm taking it with me." Graham was grinning now,
plainly pleased with himself for finding it, or pleased with
Ryan, hard to tell which. "T'll be using your version of that
in somebody else's conference room inside a month, and
I'll tell them where I got it
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Graham started a fresh sheet and drew two circles, a
small one on the left and a much larger one off to the
right, with an arrow running between them. He labeled
the small circle YOUR COMFORT ZONE. Then he wrote
inside the big one: where the magic happens.

Ryan groaned out loud.
"Where the magic happens. Come on."

"Yeah, it’s precious," Graham said, laughing. "I've seen it on
a poster in a dentist’s office. Doesn’t make it wrong, it just
makes it sound like something a man on a beach would
say. So call it whatever you want. The idea underneath it
is the third principle, and it’s the one that’s going to cost
this room the most over the next year”

"Which is what."

"That most of what this company needs is sitting in the
big circle, and most of what this company does all day is
in the small one." He capped the marker. "You've got three
bids you haven't priced. That’s the big circle. You've got a
change order process nobody in here can name the owner
of. Big circle. You had a man in this room carrying an
eleven-month conversation around in his truck." He
glanced at Ryan. "That one got walked across the line in a
parking lot about twenty minutes ago, and I'd like the
record to show I had nothing to do with it."

"Name it whatever you'd actually say out loud," Graham
said, and meant the compliment enough to let it sit there

94



FLYWHEEL

a second. "You did it an hour ago with Straight Talk and it
stuck better than anything I'd have written."

It took a couple of minutes. Emi offered the hard thing,
which was accurate and nobody liked. Joseph offered the
deep end. Then Ryan, who hadn't said anything since the
groan, said it without looking up from the table.

"The thing you've been putting off"

Stacey wrote it down before anybody could argue.
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CHAPTER 8

The Harder Half

Stop Guessing at Principles and Discover the Ones
Your Own Failures Are Already Asking For

"Alright. That's all three." Graham stepped back from the
wall, something almost amused crossing his face at what
he was about to admit. "And I want to be straight about
them, since we're being straight today. I didn't come up
with a single one of those. Not one. I paid for all three the
expensive way and then borrowed the words from people
smarter than me. Now we do the harder half, and this part
is actually yours, and I'm going to be almost no help at all."

He handed the marker to Stacey, like he already knew
she'd be the one to use it first.

"I'm not asking what principles youd like to have. That
question gets you a poster. I'm asking a different one, and
I want you to sit in it a minute before anybody answers."
He put both hands on the back of an empty chair. "Where
does this team predictably fail when it's under pressure?
Not once. Not a bad week. The thing that happens every
single time it gets hard around here, that everybody in
this room already knows about and nobody’s ever said out
loud in front of each other."
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The silence went on long enough to get uncomfortable.
Ben was not in it.

He was looking at the bottom half of the sheet at the front
of the room, at the third word, the one he'd been avoiding
since Graham carried it up there an hour ago and then
stood in front of it and told seven people how he'd lost
nine trucks. Blame he could account for. He didn’'t blame
people much; he mostly just did their jobs for them, which
he'd always privately considered the more generous
failure. Excuse, fine, everybody made those.

DENY.

It's Nadia’'s game tomorrow. Fifteen years of some version
of that sentence, and fifteen years of some version of his
answer, which had never once been I'm choosing this. It
had always been I have to. The pump failed. The slab was
curing. The penalty clause. Every one of them true, every
one of them checkable, every one of them a thing a
reasonable man would agree constituted an emergency,
and not one of them the actual reason. The actual reason
was that he had built a company that could not survive
eight hours without him and then told his wife the
company required it, and the second half of that sentence
was the lie. He hadn’t been trapped. He'd been the trap.
Every phone call at two in the morning was a bill coming
due on a decision he'd made years earlier and then spent a
decade and a half describing as weather.
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Stacey glanced over at him, once, and then looked back at
the sheet and didn’t say anything.

Ben didn't either.

®

What the room came up with over the next hour was
messier than the values had been, because nobody
wanted to be the first one to name a failure with seven
colleagues watching.

Stacey went first, which surprised nobody by that point.

"Nothing gets decided when Ben’s not reachable," she said.
"That’s it. That’s the whole thing. I counted it once. Sixty-
one decisions in a week and his name was on fifty-four of
them, and I'd bet you most of those fifty-four I could've
answered myself. I've got change orders sitting in my
inbox right now waiting on a man who’s on a site with no
signal. I know what he'd say. I could tell you word for word
what he'd say. I still don'’t send it."

"Why not," Graham said, easy about it but not letting her
slide past it.

"Because it's not mine to send." She paused. "Because
nobody ever told me it was."

Ryan gave his about ten minutes later, and it cost him
more visibly. "We sit on bad news. All of us. Whole
company does it. Something goes sideways on a Tuesday
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and it gets to Ben on a Friday, by which point it’s four
times the problem it was and now he’s got to fix it himself
because there’s no time left to do anything else." He
looked at Ben. "And then everybody says see, he had to fix
it. Well, yeah. We handed it to him on a Friday."

Somewhere in the middle of it Joseph started to say that
they can’t get anybody in the field to raise a problem early,
on account of the crews being spread across four
counties, and he got as far as the first two words before
he stopped cold and looked at the ceiling.

"Give me a second,' he said.
Nobody rushed him. Graham didn't move at all.

"How do we get a guy in Sevier County to make a phone
call on Tuesday morning instead of sitting on it until
Friday." Joseph turned his hands over. "I don’t know yet.
But that’s the actual question, isn't it."

"That's the actual question," Graham said, something like
real satisfaction in it, and wrote it down.

Justin said the third one almost as an afterthought, near
the end, when the energy in the room had started to go.
"We put off conversations. Not the work. Nobody here
puts off work. We put off talking." He nodded at Ryan
without any particular malice. "Doyle’s a year. My three
bids are six weeks of me not walking into Ben’s office and
saying I'm underwater."
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They fought over the wording for another half hour,
mostly over Ryan’s, which went through four versions
before it stopped sounding like a memo. What ended up
on the sheet, in Stacey’s handwriting again, was this:

Closest to the work makes the call.
Bad news doesn’t age well.

Have the conversation the first time you think about
having it.

Stacey stepped back and then, characteristically, poked a
hole in the whole thing.

"That’s six," she said. "An hour ago you told us five values
was pushing it. That ten things nobody can remember
isn't a values system, it’s a poster. So how is six of these
different.

"Because you're not going to memorize these," Graham
said. "You're going to say them to each other. Nobody
recites an operating principle. They use it out loud, at a
table, when somebody’s stuck. Six months from now Ryan
isn't going to walk into a meeting and run down a list. He’s
going to hear somebody say we can't get to it this quarter
and he’s going to say how can we, and it'll take him about
a second and a half, and he won't think of it as a principle.
He'll think of it as how you talk around here."

He looked around the table.

100



FLYWHEEL

"Your values are five because a person has to hold them in
his head on a job site. Your principles are six because
you'll never be holding them alone. There’s always
somebody else in the room."

He pressed the sheet onto the wall next to the other ones.

®

"Alright," Graham said, and grinned like a man who'd been
saving the best part for last. "One more thing today, and
then I get out of your building"

He went back to the wall by the door and put his hand flat
on the first sheet of the morning, the topics list, names
and dates running down the right-hand side of it.

"Most of what’s on here is an action item. Somebody does
it, it's done, and the business is the same shape afterward
as it was before. That’s fine. It all needed doing." He
tapped the sheet twice. "A rock is a different animal. A
rock is the one where if you finished it and nothing else,
sixty days from now, this stretch still counted. We'll do
this properly in a few months, once you've got a plan to
hang them on. Today I want one each. Sixty days.
Something you'd be embarrassed to still be talking about
when I walk back through that door”"

"Term’s not mine, by the way," Graham added, before
anybody could ask. "Man named Greg Cleary trained me
in it. Founded the whole network of guides I trained
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under, Pinnacle Business Guides. Rocks, the scoreboard
well get to down the road, a lot of the rhythm we're
building here traces straight back to what he built and
taught. And Greg would be the first to tell you it didn't
start with him either."

"Most of it traces back to a book called Traction, by a
fellow named Gino Wickman, built a whole operating
system around it, calls it EOS. Wickman would tell you the
same thing about himself"

"He learned most of it from a guy named Verne Harnish,
wrote a book called Scaling Up. Harnish will tell you the
rock itself, the actual metaphor, goes back further than
that too, to Stephen Covey. Big rocks in the jar first, fit
those in before the pebbles and the sand, or the little stuff
crowds out everything that matters."

"Covey said he got it from some seminar instructor whose
name never even made it into the book. So there’s your
family tree."

"I didn'’t invent any of it. Nobody in that whole line did,
really. Every one of them just taught it well enough that
the next guy wanted to pass it on too."

It took less time than anything else they'd done all day,
which Ben found interesting later, when he had time to
think about it.

Stacey took the change order authority. A written
threshold and a named decision-maker for every dollar
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figure under fifty thousand, because she was the one
who'd said closest to the work makes the call and now had
to live with having said it.

Ryan took Doyle and the two crews under him. A real
safety cadence with a real consequence attached to it.

Stacey didn't look up from her own line. "Just so we're
clear, I'm spelling mine myself"

"Low blow." Graham grinned, no argument in it. "You've
been waiting since the ACCOUNTABILTY sheet to say
something like that, haven't you."

"Since the actual day it happened,’ Stacey said, already
writing.

Justin took the three bids, plus a standing block of
Thursday afternoons that nothing was allowed to eat.

Emi took permitting, the Kessler job and every job after it.
Joseph took the Friday problem, some way for a foreman
in Sevier County to raise a thing on a Tuesday without
feeling like he was informing on himself.

Ben wrote his down last and didn't say it out loud until
Graham asked him to.

"Get out of the way of the other five," he said.

"That's not a rock. That's a wish." Graham said it with a
grin, no sting in it at all. "Give me the sixty-day version."

Ben sat with it a minute.
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"Every job site has somebody standing on it who can
approve fourteen thousand dollars without calling me. In
writing. By the fifteenth of next month."

"Now that’s a rock," Graham said, and looked genuinely
pleased about it, which Ben would remember later as the
strangest part of the whole day, a grown man delighted
about a sentence.

®

They closed the day the way Graham said they were going
to close every day he was ever in the building, which at
the time sounded like a formality and turned out over the
next two years not to be one.

"Around the table. Thirty seconds apiece. One thing you're
taking out of today, and then a number, one to ten, on
how the day itself went. Not how you feel about me. How
the day went."

Emi said the permit had been sitting on her for six weeks
and she hadn't understood she was allowed to just say so
out loud in front of people. Nine. Justin said nobody had
ever once asked him what was actually stopping him.
Nine. Joseph said he was reserving judgment, and gave it
an eight, and Graham wrote the eight down without
arguing about it, just a small nod, like an eight was its own
kind of honest, which Ben noticed. Gordon said
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something about CREST that Ben didn't entirely catch,
because he was working out what he was going to say.

Ryan went second to last. "Took me eleven months to
make a phone call that took nine minutes." He shrugged.
IITen.II

Then it was Ben.
"The Thornton closeout," he said.

Nobody had any idea where that was going, including, for
about half a second, Ben.

"I told this company it ran three weeks long because the
sub didn’'t show. That’s what I said. Everybody in this
building heard some version of it." He kept his eyes
somewhere in the middle of the table. "It ran long because
Ryan couldn’t sign off on a fourteen-thousand-dollar
change order without me, and I was on the far side of the
county with my phone in a truck door for most of a day.
The sub showed. He was standing right there. There just
wasn't a person on that site allowed to tell him what to
do.

The room was quiet.
"That’s my takeaway," Ben said. "Eight."
Graham wrote the eight down. "Stacey. You're last."

And that was all of it. Stacey gave a takeaway and a nine,
people started reaching for keys and phones, and nobody
said one word to Ben about the Thornton job, then or
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afterward. Ryan put his jacket on and clapped him once
on the shoulder on the way past, which from Ryan
amounted to a speech.

®

Graham was the last one out, taking his time about it,
stacking his sheets, leaving the six of them up on the wall.

"Month from now," he said, "we find out who'’s actually
supposed to be making which call around here. You've got
seven people and about eleven jobs between them, and I'd
bet you a steak at least two of them are doing work they
were never built for."

He picked up his coffee.

"Bring the org chart." Graham smiled on his way out, the
kind that already knew what they'd find. "Not the one
you'd show a bank. The real one."

106



FLYWHEEL

CHAPTER 9

Right Seats

Stop Filling Every Seat Yourself and Discover Who
This Company Actually Needs in Each One

The sheets were still up.

That was the first thing Ben noticed walking in a month
later, and it surprised him more than it should have. Six of
them along the wall by the door, the Purpose sentence
and CREST and the six principles, plus the one with the
line down the middle and the [ squeezed in over its caret.
Somebody had re-stuck the corner of the CREST sheet
with packing tape. Nobody had asked anybody to do that.

"Alright," Graham said, when everybody had coffee,
grinning around the room like he already knew today
would go faster than the sheets on the wall let on. "Same
as last time. Name, one personal win, one business win.
Then we work”"

It went faster than it had in the spring, and it was
noticeably less careful. Emi had gotten a permit through
in nine days that used to take five weeks. Gordon’s wife
was pregnant. Ryan said Doyle had run every walkthrough
for thirty-one straight days and had started correcting
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other people’s crews about it, which Ryan found more
annoying than the original problem and would not be
doing anything about.

Ben said the memo had gone out. Fourteen thousand
dollars, named people, in writing. He didn’t say the rest of
it, which was that he’'d spent most of a Tuesday afternoon
staring at his own signature line before he sent it.

"How's that sitting with everybody," Graham asked.
"It's been used twice," Stacey said.
"And?"

"And the world didn’t end." She shrugged. "Once it was the
right call. Once I'd have done something different. It came
in about two grand over what I'd have spent.”

Graham looked at Ben. "And you said what."

"Nothing" Ben turned his coffee a half turn on the table. "I
said nothing. It's a two-thousand-dollar tuition payment
and it’'s cheaper than the alternative, which is me on the
phone at eleven at night for the rest of my life.

"Write that down somewhere." Graham said it to the room
in general, but he was grinning when he said it, like he'd
been hoping all morning somebody would hand him a line
that good. "That's the most expensive sentence anybody's
going to say today and it's the one that pays for the rest of
this."
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®

"Okay. You were told to bring me an org chart."

Ben slid a sheet of paper across the table. It had been
printed that morning, which Graham could tell without
asking, because it was warm.

Graham looked at it for a while.

"This is a nice org chart," he said. "Stacey. Is this how it
works?"

Stacey hesitated about half a second, which was answer
enough for everybody in the room who'd ever worked
there.

IINO.II

"Would you draw me the real one." He said it easily, almost
like an invitation, like he already knew whatever came up
would be worth the wait.

She got up and went to the easel, and Ben found himself
sitting very still.

What Stacey drew took about four minutes, and it had
Ben's name in it seven times. Not in seven boxes. In seven
places, some of them boxes, some of them arrows going
around boxes, one of them a line drawn from Gordon
straight past Ryan directly to Ben with the word CHANGE
ORDERS written on it, and a small circle off to the side of
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the whole thing labeled BEN'S CALENDAR with four
arrows pointing at it.

Nobody laughed, which Ben found worse than if they had.

"That's good work," Graham said, and meant it. "That's the
most honest one of these I've seen in about two years." He
tapped the little circle labeled BEN'S CALENDAR and let
out a real laugh, the kind that seemed to catch him a little
off guard. "Can I ask what the calendar is."

"That's where decisions go when he's back-to-back,’
Stacey said. "They sit in there until something falls off the
schedule

®

Graham tore both sheets off the easel and set them face
down on the table.

"Here’s the whole trick with this thing, and almost every
company gets it backward. You are all sitting there
thinking about people. You're thinking about who reports
to who and whose feelings we have to work around and
what we'd call Joseph if we moved him. Put every bit of
that down."

He wrote across the top of a fresh sheet: WHAT SEATS
DOES THIS BUSINESS NEED.

"Not who'’s in them. Not who'd be good at them. If this
company were being built tomorrow by somebody who'd
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never met any of you, what are the seats it would have to
have to do fifty million dollars of work without falling
over? Names come later. Names always come later, and if
you let a name into this conversation early it will bend the
whole chart around that person, and then you've got an
org chart shaped like a personality instead of a business."

"That sounds like how you end up firing people,’ Ryan
said.

"It sounds like it Graham didn't look bothered by the
pushback. If anything he looked glad Ryan had said it out
loud. "It's almost always the opposite." He leaned on the
back of a chair. "Nine times out of ten what you find is
that somebody's been carrying two seats for four years
and nobody ever said so out loud, so they just assumed
they were bad at their job. That's not a firing
conversation. That's an apology."

®

It took them an hour and a half and it was harder than the
Purpose sentence had been.

What they ended up with, once Graham made them stop
arguing about titles and argue about work instead, was
eight seats.

Visionary. Second in Command. Operations.
Preconstruction and Estimating. Business Development.
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Project Management. Contracts and Compliance. Finance
and Administration.

"Alright," Graham said, and there was something almost
gleeful in it, like this was the part he'd been waiting on all
day. "Now names. One name per seat. Not two. Not a
committee, not co-anything. A seat with two names on it
is a seat with nobody in it, and you already know that,
because you've all watched what happens to a job with
two superintendents."

They went quickly at first. Ryan on Operations, and
nobody so much as paused. Stacey on Finance and
Administration. Emi on Contracts and Compliance, which
she looked pleased about in a way she tried to hide.
Gordon on Project Management. Ben on Visionary.

Then it slowed down.

Justin’s name went on Preconstruction and Estimating.
Then Ryan reached over, took the marker, and wrote it a
second time under Business Development, and set the
marker down.

"That’s where it actually is," he said.
"Is that true," Graham asked Justin.
"Somebody’s got to chase work."
"That’s not what I asked you."

Justin took a while. "T've been doing both for two years.
The bidding is the part I'm good at. The chasing is the part
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I do at night." He looked at the sheet with his name on it
twice. "I thought I was just slow”"

Graham let that sit exactly as long as it needed to and not
one second longer.

"You weren't slow. You were in two seats. A man in two
seats always looks like a man failing at one of them, and
it's usually the quieter one that suffers, which is why
those three bids sat in your inbox and not one single
client meeting ever got missed." He said it plainly, no edge
in it at all, more like he was finally saying out loud
something Justin had needed to hear for two years.

®

Joseph turned out to be in three.

It came out sideways, while they were sorting who owned
safety. Joseph owned safety. Joseph also owned field
scheduling across four counties, and Joseph was also, it
emerged, the person every superintendent called when
they didn’'t want to call Ryan.

"Since when," Ryan said.
"Since about the Thornton job," Joseph said.
"That’s three years."

"Yeah."
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Ryan sat back and didn’t say anything for a second, and
Ben watched his operations lead do the arithmetic on a
man who'd told a room full of people, in the spring, that
his personal win for the week was sleeping through the
night.

"Two," Graham said, to Ben. "I said at least two, back in
April, and I'd have been happy being wrong." He was not
gloating. If anything he looked a little sorry about it, right
up until the corner of his mouth gave him away. "I'll take
the steak whenever's convenient."

Graham walked back to the seats sheet and clicked the
marker.

"You built eight seats an hour and a half ago and you
missed one, and I'd bet that's not an accident. Nobody
names the seat that's currently being held together by a
guy who never complains about it"" He wrote a ninth line
under the others: SAFETY AND FIELD SCHEDULING.
“That's not a favor to Joseph. That's the business
admitting what's already true." He looked over. "Joseph. Is
that seat yours?"

Joseph looked at the new line a second. "Yeah. That's
mine.'

Graham wrote his name under it, and for the first time all
day nobody in the room had two things next to their
name, or none.
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That left two seats with no name on them at all.

Business Development, once Justin's second name came
off it. And Second in Command.

"Put my name on the sales one," Ben said.
"No," Graham said, pleasantly.
"I've been doing it for nineteen years."

"Can I ask you something instead of answering that,’
Graham said. "Is sales still the best use of your time? Not
could you still do it, you could probably do it in your sleep
by now. I mean is it actually the best use of the hours
you've got left in a week."

Ben opened his mouth to answer and then realized he
didn’t have one.

Graham nodded, like the silence told him plenty. "Leave it
empty. An empty seat on this wall is not a failure, it's a
decision you haven't made yet, and the fastest way to
never make it is to write your own name in there so it
looks handled." Graham drew a light box around it. "Empty
seats get filled. Pretend-filled seats never do."

Then he stood in front of the second one for a while.

"And this one," he said. "This is the one I want you all
looking at on the drive home."

SECOND IN COMMAND. No name under it.
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Graham said it like he meant every word of it: no edge, no
lecture voice, just something closer to respect. "Ben, you
are the Visionary of this company. That's a real seat and
you're good in it. You see the Henley Street building and
you know what it should be, and there is not another
person in this room who does that, and there doesn't
need to be." Graham tapped the empty box. "But there is
nobody standing between you and everything else. Not
one person whose actual job is running this company day
to day so that you can go be the thing you're good at. That
is not a gap in your character. It's a gap in a chart. It has
been sitting right here the whole time, unlabeled, which is
exactly why it kept getting filled by whoever happened to
be standing closest, and most of the time that was you at
two in the morning"

Nobody said anything.

"That empty box is why the phone rings at your house."
Graham said it quietly, no edge in it at all, the way you'd
tell a friend something you wished somebody had told you
sooner. "Not because you're a controlling man. Because
there is no other number for anybody to call."

®

They broke for lunch and came back to the part Ben
expected to be tedious, and it was, for about eleven
minutes, and then it wasn't.
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"Every seat gets its own sheet," Graham said, already
grinning as he tore off a fresh one and handed the pad to
Stacey. This next part was obviously one of his favorites.
"Seat name at the top, the name of the person in it
underneath, and then no more than five things that seat is
accountable for. Five. Not fifteen. If you can't say what a
seat does in five lines, then either the seat is really two
seats, or nobody actually knows what it does, and both of
those are worth finding out today."

"What if it’s more than five," Emi asked.

"Then you've found something." Graham smiled at her.
"That’s not a trick answer. That is the single most useful
thing this exercise does."

They worked in pairs, one seat at a time, and every few
minutes somebody would go up and press another sheet
to the wall until the room stopped looking like a
conference room and started looking like something
under construction.

Operations came out clean. Five lines, no argument.
Preconstruction and Estimating came out clean once the
business development responsibilities were lifted off of it,
and Justin read his own sheet twice and said, quietly, that
it was the first job description he’d had in six years that he
could actually finish in a week.

Gordon’s sheet went up next. Five lines, block capitals, the
kind of handwriting that never looked like it doubted
itself.
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PROJECT MANAGEMENT. GORDON. Budget tracking.
Subcontractor scheduling. Punch list closeout. Weekly
site walks. Keep jobs on schedule.

"Good," Ben said, already reaching for the next sheet on
the pile. "That’s clean.

Gordon didn’t say anything to that, which wasn’t unusual
for him, but he also didn’t sit back down. He stood next to
his own five lines, businesslike as ever, waiting to see if
anybody wanted to say more about it, and looking like he
was hoping nobody would. He had a baby coming in a few
months. Ben had been going out of his way all week not to
pile anything extra on him.

"Hang on," Graham said. He wasn't looking at the first four
lines. He was looking at the fifth one. "Keep jobs on
schedule. What happens when one isn't.

"We work it," Gordon said. "Add crews, shift the sequence,
whatever it takes."

"That’s the job getting back on schedule. I asked what
happens before that. The Ashford renovation, three weeks
back. Who called the client and told her the framing was
fine but the finish date was moving."

Gordon was quiet a second. "That one went to Ben."
"Does it always?"

"Mostly." He said it evenly, no defensiveness in it, more
like a fact he hadn’t thought much about until somebody
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asked him straight. "If it's small I'll make the call. If it’s a
real number or a real delay, it goes up”

"That’s fine," Ben said, and he meant it as a kindness, the
same way he'd meant it about the memo and the fourteen
thousand dollars. "That’s what I'm here for."

"Then tell the room what it cost you." Graham’s voice
didn’t change, but the question landed differently than the
last one had. "Not the pump. The finish date."

Ben didn’'t answer right away.

"There’s a penalty clause on Ashford," he said finally. "Two
days grace, then it’s live. We came in a day and a half over,
because nobody called the client until the following
Monday, and by then she'd already caught wind of it
secondhand, from the sub, instead of from us. I ate eleven
thousand off the job to keep her from walking, and I never
told anybody in this room, because it wasn’t anybody’s
fault I could point to. It was just how it happened.”

Nobody said anything for a second.

"It was somebody’s fault," Graham said, not unkindly. "It
just wasn't a person’s. It was a seat’s. That eleven thousand
didn’t disappear because you're a good enough
businessman to eat it quietly. It disappeared because
nobody had that sixth line written down, and it will keep
disappearing, one job at a time, for as long as it stays
unwritten."
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Ben started to wave that off, the way he had a dozen
times that week, and didn't.

"Gordon didn’t build that habit by himself," Graham said.
"Neither did you. But somebody in this room has to be the
one who says it out loud, and it was never going to be
either of you, because you like each other too much and
you've done this too long together to want to make it
weird." He held the marker out to Gordon. "Write it. Sixth
line if it has to be six. Client communication on schedule
slippage. Yours, and mean it."

Gordon took the marker and wrote it, no argument, same
square letters as the rest. Six lines instead of five.

"There," Graham said, no triumph in it, already moving
toward the next sheet on the pile. "That line wasn'’t on this
wall two minutes ago. It's been sitting on the two of you
for years, and it’s cost you at least once that you know
about."

Ben looked at the sixth line a long moment. "I'd have let
that go," he said, half to Graham, half to nobody.

"I know," Graham said. "That’s the whole reason I asked
instead of you."

Finance and Administration did not come out clean.

Stacey’s sheet had eleven things on it. Payroll. AP and AR.
Insurance and bonding. Benefits. The phones. Hiring
paperwork. Onboarding. The vehicle titles. The client
contracts before Emi had them. The office lease. And,
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written last and smallest, because she almost hadn’t put it
up there at all, change orders.

She stood back and looked at it with everybody else.
"That’s eleven," she said.

"That's eleven," Graham agreed, and something in the way
he said it suggested he'd been counting right along with
her.

"Some of those are five minutes a month."

"Some of them are. And four of them aren't, and two of
them are somebody's whole job somewhere else, and
you've been doing all eleven since you were hired part-
time to keep books." Graham didn't make a thing of it.
"We're not fixing that this afternoon. I just want it on the
wall in your handwriting where everybody can see it,
because for six years the only place it existed was inside
your head, and a thing that only exists in one person's
head is not a system. It's a hostage situation." He said the
last part gently, like he wanted her to hear it as relief, not
blame.

Stacey laughed, once, and then didn't entirely stop
looking at the sheet.

®

By three o'clock there were seven sheets up, plus the six
from the spring, and the wall had run out of wall.
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Ben stood in front of them at the break with a cold cup of
coffee, reading his own down at the far end. VISIONARY —
BEN MERCER, and five lines under it, and not one of those
five lines was a change order, a permit, a scheduling call,
or a two a.m. pump.

It should have felt like a relief. What it actually felt like,
standing there, was the specific vertigo of a man looking
at a job he had not done in eleven years and was no longer
sure he remembered how to do.

Graham came and stood next to him with his own coffee
and didn't say anything for a minute.

"It looks like less," Ben said finally.
"Itis less."
"That’s the part [ don’t know what to do with."

"l know." Graham drank some coffee. "Everybody says
some version of that right about here." He said it like he'd
said it before, more than once, like he remembered saying
it about himself, a long time back, to somebody who'd
stood right about where Ben was standing. "It passes. Not
fast, but it passes.” He nodded at the wall of sheets. "Right
now all we've done is draw the seats. We haven't said one
word about whether the people whose names are on
them are the right people, and there's at least one on that
wall that's going to be a hard conversation.

"Which one'"
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Graham smiled at him warmly, no edge to it at all, the kind
of smile that let Ben know the answer was coming, just

not yet.

"That’s after the break," he said.
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CHAPTER 10

Truing the Wheel

Stop Confusing Loyalty for Fit and Discover Which
Spokes Are Actually Holding the Wheel True

®
Graham was already back at the wall when they filed in

from the break, a fat pad of giant sticky notes under one
arm and something else tucked against his side nobody
could quite see yet.

"Let's have a seat," he said. "This is the one I told you
about."

He set the mystery object on the table before anyone
could ask. A bicycle wheel. Old, the rim scuffed down to
bare metal in a few places, three or four spokes gone a
slightly different silver than the rest, like somebody had
cared enough to keep it running instead of just buying a
new one.

Ryan looked at it, then at Graham. "You bring a bike wheel
to every leadership offsite, or just ours."

"Every one." Graham spun it once, gently, and they all
watched it wobble, a slow, unmistakable hitch that got
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worse near the top of each turn before it settled. "Had it
fifteen years. Never replaced the whole wheel. Just kept
truing it."

"What's truing," Emi said.

"Means the wheel spins without that." He tapped the rim
on its worst wobble. "Every spoke on here is either
holding the right tension or it isn't, and if even one of
them is wrong, the whole wheel hops instead of turning
clean, no matter how good the other twenty-three are."
He set it flat on the table, spokes up, like a clock face, and
looked around the room. "You just spent all morning
building that." He nodded at the org chart, still taped up
from before the break. "Nine seats. Names in seven of
them. Feels like the wheel's built."

"It is built," Ryan said.

"Building it and truing it are two different jobs." Graham
picked up a marker. "This morning was the build. This is
the truing. And I'll tell you up front, it's the part most
owners skip, because the build feels like progress and this
part feels like doubt."

He peeled four of the giant sticky sheets off the pad and
pressed them to the wall in a two-by-two square, then
drew a line straight down the middle of the whole thing
and wrote CULTURE up the left side and PRODUCTIVITY
along the bottom.
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"Every person sitting in one of your seats is a spoke. And
every spoke does exactly one of four things. It holds true
tension. It's loose. It's pulling too hard in the wrong
direction. Or it's already cracked and just hasn't snapped
yet where you can see it." He tapped the paper. "Two
questions, only two. Does this person actually live what
you spent two days building. And does this person
actually produce, in the seat they're sitting in, today.
Everything else is noise."

"That's it? Two questions?" Stacey said.

"Two questions is enough to break most owners' hearts,
so yeah. That's it."

He tapped the bottom right box first. "High output,
doesn't live the culture. Gets a lot done, and everybody
around them pays for it while they do. That's an overtight
spoke. Pulling hard, but pulling against the wheel instead
of with it. Here's the part nobody tells you: overtight
spokes don't just make the ride rough. They're usually the
ones that snap the spoke next to them first, because
everybody else is straining to compensate."

He moved to the top left. "High culture, low output.
Everybody loves working with them. Wheel feels great to
be around. But the wagon doesn't move." He shrugged, not
unkindly. "Loose spoke. Not malicious. Not lazy, even, half
the time. Just not holding tension where the wheel needs
it held.
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Then the bottom left. "Low on both. That one I don't dress
up. That's a broken spoke, and a broken spoke doesn't get
lighter tension. It gets pulled and replaced, because it's
not holding anything, and pretending otherwise just
means you and everybody around it are compensating for
a hole that isn't going to fix itself"

"And top right," Justin said.

"Top right's where you want everybody, eventually. But
even top right isn't one thing" Graham drew a line inside
the box, a small notch near the top corner. "Below an
eight and an eight, I call that trueing. Present tense, still
happening. Tracking the right direction, not fully arrived,
and that's most of your good people most of the time,
because becoming true is a process, not a finish line.
Eight and eight or better in both, that's dead true. Wheel
spins so clean you forget it's even spinning. Those are
rare, and you protect them like it."

Ben was quiet, looking at the org chart on the wall, at the
seven names filled in and the two boxes still empty.

"There's a guy named Jim Collins," Graham said, setting
the marker down. "Wrote a book called Good to Great.
Studied companies that made the actual leap, good
performance to great, sustained-for-decades
performance, and tried to find what they all had in
common. And the thing he found first, before strategy,
before market, before any of it, was who was on the bus.
Right people on the bus, wrong people off, and only then
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figure out where everybody sits. Most owners chase the
seating chart first because it's the least painful part. Truth
is you can't get to seats honestly until you've settled who's
actually on the bus, and that's what this whole wall has
been for two days." He looked around the room. "You did
the seats this morning. Right now we're doing the bus."
"Same book's the one that named this whole thing, by the
way." He tapped the bicycle wheel still sitting on the table.
"Collins called it the flywheel effect. Called the opposite of
it the doom loop, same word I shared with you months
back. He never built a five-circle version of it, though. I
stumbled into that part somewhere along the way, slower
than I'd like to admit. The three rules. The customer's
journey underneath the whole thing. The golden
component. None of it came from being clever. Same
book gets credit for two of those, if I'm honest, not just
one. Traces straight back to that book I told you about,
Endless Referrals, the one that got me through the
Recession after my first business came apart. Reading it is
what got Lead Generation spinning for me in the first
place, referrals instead of cold calling, people who already
trusted me instead of strangers I'd never met. Took me
years after that to notice the same book had already
handed me a second piece too, and I nearly missed it.
There's a story in it about a fellow named Joe Girard, the
one I already told you. Wasn't really a lead generation
story at all, not the way I first read it. It was staying top of
mind for its own sake, whether or not it ever brought in
another referral. Took me a long time to see that was its
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own circle entirely, the one that reaches backward into
the loop instead of just forward, the one that makes the
whole thing feed itself instead of just spin. I call it the
golden component now, for lack of a better word. Wish 1
could tell you I saw it coming. Took me longer than it
should have.

"Before anybody in this room scores another human
being, you're going to score yourselves." Graham set a
fistful of color sharpies on the table in front of the grid, a
different color within reach of every chair. "Grab a color.
Come up here and put your own initials right where your
two numbers actually cross. Not your name, your initials,
small enough to fit. Nobody's grading you. Nobody else
touches your mark but you."

Nobody moved for a second. Then Ryan got up first,
which Ben had noticed over two days was usually how it
went in this room once somebody had to go first. He
grabbed a fat red sharpie off the table and stood in front
of the grid, capping and uncapping it once before he
committed to anything.

"Productivity, ten," he said, out loud, to the whole room.
"Culture.."" He looked at the number a second before he'd
commit to it. "Six."

He found the spot where those two numbers actually
crossed, a full box under dead true, and wrote RG in block
letters small enough to fit, then capped the sharpie like it
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had cost him something to put the second number down
where everybody could see it.

Stacey went next, a blue sharpie, quieter about it. "Nine
productivity. Eight culture." She marked EK near the top
corner without much hesitation.

Emi took longer than anyone, held a green sharpie an inch
off the paper twice before she'd commit. "Seven and
seven,’ she said finally. "True. Not there yet, but true." SH,
dead center.

Justin laughed at his own numbers before he'd even
picked a color. "Five productivity, nine culture, and yeah, I
already know which one that makes me before anybody
says it." He grabbed whatever was left on the table, wrote
JS low and to the left of center, and sat down grinning.

Gordon went next, a black sharpie, brief and businesslike
about it the way he was about most things. "Eight
productivity. Seven culture." He marked GD a single box
below dead true and sat right back down, like there hadn't
been much to decide.

Joseph came up last. He stood in front of the grid a
second before he wrote anything, turning an orange
sharpie over in his hand. "Six productivity. Nine culture.
He looked at where that put him, low and to the right of
where he probably wanted to be, and said it quiet, mostly
to himself. "Yeah. I've known that for a while." He wrote JB
and sat back down without waiting on anybody to say
something about it.
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Ben watched all six of them say a number out loud in front
of everyone else, the kind of number a performance
review usually hides behind a paragraph of language soft
enough not to hurt, and none of them looked smaller for
having done it. If anything the room felt easier once the
chart was marked up in six different colors, like
something unspoken had finally gotten said and turned
out not to be so bad.

"That's the whole trick," Graham said, capping the last
sharpie and setting it back on the table. "You can't ask
anybody to be honest about somebody else until you've
watched them be honest about themselves first, in the
same room, with the same rules, out loud. Score yourself
where you're wrong. Score yourself where you're right.
Either one takes the same kind of nerve."

Ryan leaned back. "So who's the hard conversation."

"Not yet," Graham said, and there was nothing sharp in it,
no showman's pause for effect, just a man who knew this
next part belonged to one person in the room and not to
all of them. "Rest of today, [ want each of you to plot your
own people the same honest way. Whoever reports to
you, run them through the four boxes, on paper, just for
you, nobody else has to see it yet." He glanced at the wall,
thick now with everybody's own handwriting, and left it
exactly as it was. "Ben. Walk with me a minute."

®
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They ended up in Graham's car in the parking lot, engine
off, both doors open to the afternoon.

"You already know who I'm talking about," Graham said.
"You've known since we uncovered that chart this
morning and there were two empty boxes instead of one
filled the way you wanted."

Ben didn't answer right away. Then he said, "Scooter."
"Tell me about him."

"William Salazar. Everybody's called him Scooter since
before I met him, something about a dirt bike he wrecked
in high school, I never got the whole story." Ben looked
out at the lot. "He was my first hire. Not my first
employee, my first hire, back when it was me and a truck
and whatever I could get done in a day. Winter of oh-nine,
we had four months where I couldn't make payroll on
time. Not late by a day. Late by three weeks, sometimes.
Scooter never said a word. Never once threatened to
leave, never once brought it up like I owed him an
explanation, just kept showing up at five-thirty and
running the job like the check had cleared. I found out
two years later he'd been covering his own truck payment
with a card he never paid off" Ben shook his head. "I
wouldn't have a company without him. Not might not.
Wouldn't.

"So he's Second in Command.”

"He's the guy who's earned it more than anybody I've got."
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"Those aren't the same sentence, and you know it, or you
wouldn't have said them separately. Graham's voice was
easy, no edge in it at all. "Plot him. Right now, out loud,
both axes."

Ben was quiet a second. "Culture, he's an easy nine.
Nobody on a job site loves that man, they'd walk through
a wall for him."

"Productivity. In the seat he's in right now, running field
crews.”

"Nine. Maybe a ten most weeks."

"So in his seat, he's dead true. One of the cleanest spokes
you've got." Graham let that sit a moment, let Ben have it,
because it was true and it mattered. Then, gently: "Now
plot him in the seat you're thinking about putting him in.
Second in Command. Sitting where you sit some days.
Reading a P&L, running the meeting when you're at
Nadia's game, telling Ryan no when Ryan's wrong and
needs to hear it from somebody who outranks him."'

Ben didn't say anything.

"You don't have to answer out loud," Graham said. "Your
face already did."

"He's never run a number in his life. He's never managed
anybody who wasn't holding a tool." Ben rubbed his jaw.
"But he'd try. He'd kill himself trying, because he'd think it
was for me."
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"That's the part that should scare you more than the rest
of it combined." Graham looked out at the lot a second
before he said the rest of it. "Every spoke on a wheel does
the same job, near enough, except one. Drive side, on a
rear wheel. Carries more tension than any other spoke on
the wheel, because of how the hub sits, and a mechanic
will tell you a spoke that's been running fine for years on
the non-drive side will snap clean if you move it over
without checking whether it can actually hold that load.
Not because it's a bad spoke. Because it was never built
for that tension, and nobody ever tested it there, and the
first time anybody finds out is when it breaks under a
rider going downhill."

"Second in Command's drive side."

"Second in Command's the most drive-side seat on your
whole wheel. More tension on that spoke than any other
one you've got, including yours some weeks." He let that
sit a second. "You put Scooter there out of what you owe
him, and best case, he white-knuckles it for a year and
hates every day of it and you lose the best superintendent
you've ever had to a job that was never his to begin with.
Worst case, it snaps under him in front of the crews who
used to trust him, and you did that to him. Not the seat.

You.

Ben sat with that a long moment. Out in the lot, a truck
door slammed somewhere, somebody's radio.

"So the box stays empty"
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"Empty seats get filled." Graham looked at him. "You said
that back to me yourself two hours ago. Pretend-filled
seats never do. This would be a pretend-filled seat with
the best intentions of any pretend-fill I've ever watched a
man talk himself into."

"Then what do I do with him. I can't just tell my best guy,
sorry, you're not it, and hand him back his shovel"

"You tell him the truth, all of it, the part where you'd walk
through fire for him too. You don't owe him a title he'd
drown in. You owe him honesty and you owe him a seat
that's actually his, built for the tension he can actually
hold, and paid like the nine-and-nine spoke he already is.
That's not a demotion. That's you finally seeing him
clearly instead of through what you owe him." Graham
started the truck. "Go find him. Today, not next week. A
debt like that doesn't get more comfortable to pay the
longer you let it sit."

®

Ben found him at four-forty, up on the Kessler renovation,
standing in a half-framed second floor with a level in one
hand, telling a kid twenty years younger than him exactly
where he'd gone wrong without once making the kid feel
small about it.
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"Boss." Scooter set the level down on a stud, grinning.
"You look like a man who just got told something he didn't
want to hear.

"l did" Ben leaned against the framing. "You know that box
on the chart. Second in Command."

"Heard about it." Scooter's grin didn't move, but
something behind it went still and careful. "Heard you
might've had somebody in mind."

"I did. Have. It was you."
Scooter didn't say anything, just looked at him.

"It's not going to be you," Ben said. "And I need you to hear
the whole reason, not just the first half of that sentence.
You are the best hire | have ever made in my life. [ would
not have a company if you hadn't covered your own truck
payment for two years and never said a word about it. I
owe you more than that seat could ever pay you back for,
and putting you in it anyway, because I owe you, would be
the worst thing I could do to you. That seat would eat you
alive, and it wouldn't be because you're not good enough.
It's because it's not your seat. It was never built for what
you're built for."

Scooter was quiet a second, and Ben watched him decide,
in real time, whether to be hurt.

"Man, I didn't want that seat," Scooter said finally, and
laughed, short and real. "I was scared to death you were
gonna ask me and I was gonna say yes because I couldn't
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say no to you. I hate meetings. I hate spreadsheets. I like
being right here where I can see what I built at the end of
the day." He picked the level back up. "You're not hurting
my feelings, Ben. You're the first person all week that's
told me the truth instead of what I wanted to hear"

"You're not losing anything. You're getting a real title for
the job you've already been doing for eleven years, and a
number attached to it that matches what you're actually
worth, which is more than I've been paying you."

"Well." Scooter looked back at the wall he'd been squaring
up. "Long as [ still get to yell at kids for using the wrong
level”

"That's not going anywhere."

"Then we're good." He held out a hand, and Ben shook it,
and it was the easiest hard conversation Ben had had all
year, because he'd finally stopped trying to make it be
about anything other than the truth.

®

He called Nils that night from the truck in his own
driveway, engine ticking as it cooled, and told him the
whole thing, the wheel, the drive-side spoke, Scooter up
on the Kessler job with his level.
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"Good," Nils said, when Ben finished. "That took guts,
telling him straight instead of letting him find out the
slow way."

"Now I've got an empty box with nobody's name anywhere
near it."

"You know I don't say this lightly, because I know what he
means to you." Nils was quiet a second. "You remember
David. David Quick. Ran ops for that manufacturing outfit
up in Michigan before he came down here."

"I've met him twice. Sharp guy""

"Sharpest guy I know who isn't afraid to tell you your
idea's bad five minutes after he meets you. He's been
looking to get back into contracting, he told me last
month over dinner, said he missed building things you
could actually see when you were done. I wasn't going to
say anything, wasn't my business. But you're sitting there
with the realest empty seat I've heard you describe in two
years, and I keep thinking about him."

Ben looked at the dark house, the porch light Sarah
always left on for him.

"Set it up,’ he said. "Coffee. Nothing more than that yet."

"That's all I was going to suggest." Ben could hear the
smile in it. "Coffee first. See if the wheel's even the right
size before anybody starts talking spokes."
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CHAPTER 11

From Diagram to
Machine

Stop Treating the Flywheel as a Poster and Discover
How to Build Each Circle Into Something You Can Run

®

The change order sat on Ben’s desk for six days before
anybody outside his own head knew it existed.

He'd told Stacey the week after the offsite that he'd take
the big ones himself for a while, just until they figured out
who should really own it. It felt like the responsible thing
to say, and it cost him nothing to say it, which should have
told him something. Stacey wrote CHANGE ORDERS, BEN
on a sticky note and stuck it to his monitor, and neither of
them mentioned it again.

The Calloway addition came in at four-thirty on a
Thursday, a scope change on the foundation work that
needed a signature before Friday’s pour. Ben read the
email standing in the school pickup line, meant to deal
with it that night, and then Nils called about David, and
then it was Saturday, and then it was gone from the part
of his brain that remembered things existed.
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The client called Stacey directly on day six, polite and
furious in the specific way people get when they've been
patient longer than they should have had to be. The pour
went ahead without the signed change, which meant the
company ate the difference, four thousand dollars nobody
had budgeted for, on a relationship Ben had spent three
years building.

He called Graham that night, already halfway to a story
about how busy the last few weeks had been.

Graham let him get about halfway through it. "Stop for a
second. Whose name was on that sticky note."

"Mine. Temporarily."
"How temporary.'
Ben didn't answer right away.

"That’s the whole thing," Graham said, no heat in it, which
somehow made it land harder. "A few weeks ago you
watched Gordon’s sheet go from five lines to six because
nobody had a name on something real. You knew exactly
what that gap cost you. Then you built the same gap
again, on purpose this time, and called it responsible
instead of what it actually was"

"I was trying to help."

"I know you were. That’s exactly why it's worth saying out
loud instead of letting it go by. You didn't do this because
you're careless. You did it because taking it back yourself
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feels like leadership, and it isn't. It's the same habit you
spent two days on that wall teaching everybody else to
stop practicing." Graham let that sit a second. "Who
actually has time in a week to own this for real

Ben thought about the eleven lines on Stacey’s sheet, the
one written smallest because she’'d almost left it off.
"Stacey already had it half written down weeks ago. I just
never let her have it."

"Then call her tonight. Not tomorrow. Tell her the whole
truth, the four thousand dollars included. She’s been
asking you to let her carry it since before you knew you
still had it."

He called her that same night. Told her all of it, the four
thousand dollars first, before she could ask why he was
calling so late.

She was quiet a second. Then, "Send me the file. I've had a
folder half built for this since the day I wrote it on my own
sheet. I was just waiting on somebody to actually hand it
to me."

"It's yours," Ben said. "For real this time. Not temporary."

"I know," Stacey said. "I could hear it."

®

Three weeks of coffee. That was the deal Ben made with
himself, and Nils held him to it every time he tried to skip
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ahead. Two coffees turned into three, then a walk through
the Ridgeline job site in boots David had clearly owned for
years, not a pair borrowed for the occasion. By the third
meeting Ben had stopped taking notes and started just
listening, which was usually how he knew something was
real.

He offered the seat on a Tuesday, at the same coffee shop
table where it had all started. David didn't say yes right
away. He asked to see the real numbers first, not the
version Ben usually walked prospective hires through. Ben
had Stacey send the actual financials that afternoon.
David called back two days later and said only, "Okay. I'm
in. When do I start."

He started the following Monday.

®

Ben had it planned out in his head before David even
parked. Two weeks of shadowing. Sit in on calls, learn the
subs, learn the rhythm, ease into it before anybody
expected him to actually run anything. Ben had built
companies out of nothing before. He knew how to bring
somebody in soft.

He got about four sentences into explaining it before
David stopped him.

"l appreciate that," David said. "I do. But no."
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Ben blinked. "No?"

"If I shadow you for two weeks, every person on that org
chart learns one thing in those two weeks. That the new
guy isn't really in charge yet. Doesn't matter what the title
says on the seats sheet. They'll watch what actually
happens, and what actually happens is you making every
call while I stand next to you nodding." David said it flat,
not unkind, the way a man says something he's said
before because it turned out to be true. "You'll spend the
next six months undoing that. I'd rather spend today
doing it right."

Ben felt the old instinct rise up, the one that wanted to
explain why easing in made sense, why it was the
responsible thing, why he'd built the whole company
being careful like this. He caught himself starting to say it
out loud and stopped.

"What do you want instead," he said.

"Give me something real today. Not a tour. A decision that
actually matters, and let me make it in front of people,
and you don't overrule it even if you'd have called it
different." David looked at him steady, no edge to it, just
plain. "You hired me to think like you eventually don't
have to be in the room. That doesn't start in three weeks.
It starts today or it doesn't really start."

Ben sat with that a second. Nils's voice came back to him,
unprompted. "Sharpest guy [ know who isn't afraid to tell
you your idea's bad five minutes after he meets you." He'd
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taken it as a warning when Nils first said it. Sitting across
from it now, it felt more like the whole reason he'd said
yes.

"There's a sub dispute on the Whitfield job," Ben said.
"Concrete supplier's threatening to pull off site over a
payment timing thing that isn't even really our fault.
Ryan's been putting out that fire since Thursday."

"Good. Send me the file. I'll call him this afternoon."
"You don't know the sub."

"I don't need to know the sub. I need to know the number
and the timeline, and I'm better at both of those than you
are right now, because you've got forty other fires and I've
got exactly one." David almost smiled. "That's the whole
point of hiring somebody, Ben."

Ben laughed, short and surprised, the first real laugh he'd
had in the office in a week. "Yeah," he said. "I guess it is."

He watched David head back to his own office to make
the call, no hesitation in the walk, like the decision had
already stopped costing him anything. Ben had hired
plenty of capable people before. Capable wasn't what had
kept him up the last two years over this seat. What he was
looking for was somebody who could tell him something
true without flinching, and without enjoying it. David had
just done both in under ten minutes. That was the part no
resume could show him, and the part that told him, for
the first time since Nils said the name, that he hadn't just
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hired an operator. He'd hired the second half of himself
he'd been missing.

®

Graham had the bicycle wheel out again when the whole
team gathered two weeks later, the same scuffed rim, the
same handful of mismatched spokes. He set it on the table
the way he had in the truing session, spokes up, like a
clock face.

"Last time we talked about people," he said. "Today we talk
about the machine they're standing inside of" He tapped
the wall, where the five circles from the very first session
were taped up again, hand drawn, a little faded now. LEAD
GENERATION. ESTIMATING AND PROPOSAL.
PRODUCTION. CLOSEOUT AND HANDOFF. STAYING
TOP OF MIND. "You've been looking at this diagram for
ten weeks. Real question. Has it changed one thing you
actually do on a Tuesday."

Nobody answered right away.

"That's not a trick," Graham said. "That's the whole
problem with diagrams. They feel true the day you draw
them and they're dead by the next staff meeting, because
nobody attached a name and a number to any of it. A
poster doesn't run a company. A machine does." He picked
up a marker and pointed it at the first circle. "So today we
make it one. Every circle gets exactly one number that
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tells you if it's working, and exactly one person whose
name is on that number. Not a committee. One number,
one name. If two people own it, nobody owns it."

He tapped ESTIMATING AND PROPOSAL. "Justin. If I only
let you watch one number, what tells you this circle is
healthy."

Justin didn't hesitate. "Win rate on the bids we actually
want. Not every bid, the ones that fit us." He thought a
second. "Right now [ don't track that clean. I track win
rate on everything, which tells you nothing, because half
of what we bid we shouldn't be chasing anyway."

"Then that's your number starting Monday. Win rate on
the right bids." Graham wrote JUSTIN under the circle.
"Ryan. Production.

"Schedule adherence,’ Ryan said, no pause at all, like he'd
been waiting to say it out loud for two years. "Percent of
jobs hitting the milestone dates we actually committed to
the client, not the internal ones we pad for ourselves."

"Real number, or the padded one."

"Real one. If I lie to myself about it, it doesn't help
anybody." Ryan glanced at Joseph. "Half of what makes
that number move is field scheduling, so it's really both of
us on it."

"Then say so." Graham wrote RYAN, and under it, smaller,
WITH JOSEPH. "That's fine. One name carries it, doesn't
mean one person does all the work""
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CLOSEOUT AND HANDOFF went to Gordon almost
before Graham finished asking, days from substantial
completion to final payment collected, a number Gordon
admitted he already tracked in a spreadsheet nobody else
had ever seen. "I just never had anywhere to put it that
mattered, he said, and something in the way he said it
made Stacey laugh, not unkindly.

STAYING TOP OF MIND stopped the room a little longer.
Graham let it sit there.

"This is the one owners skip," he said. "Not because it's
hard. Because it doesn't scream at you the way a blown
schedule does. Nobody calls you in a panic because you
forgot to stay in touch with a happy client from three
years ago. You just quietly stop getting the referral, and
you never even know what you lost."

"Repeat and referral revenue as a percent of total," Stacey
said, before anyone else spoke. "I already see it in the
numbers. Nobody's ever asked me to watch it on purpose.”

"Now somebody has." Graham wrote STACEY under the
circle.

That left one.

Graham tapped LEAD GENERATION and looked at the
room, and nobody said anything, because everybody
already knew why.

"This one stays open," he said. "On purpose. You've got a
Business Development seat with nobody in it, and I'm not
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going to pretend a name belongs here just to make the
wall look finished. An empty spoke you can see is honest.
An empty spoke you paper over is the one that snaps on
you later." He looked at Ben. "You'll feel this one. That's
not a flaw in the exercise. That's the exercise working."

David had been quiet through most of it, watching the
wall fill in. He stood up now and walked over, looked at
the five circles with names under four of them, and
turned the bicycle wheel a quarter turn on the table so
the empty spot lined up where a spoke was missing on the
actual rim.

"This is why it's not five separate jobs," he said, mostly to
the room, but Ben could tell it was really for him. "Watch
what happens once these numbers actually move.
Production hits its dates clean, closeout gets faster
because there's nothing to fight about at the end. Faster
closeout means happier clients, which means Stacey's
number goes up, which means more referrals feeding
straight back into leads, which means Justin's got better
bids to chase instead of scrambling for any bid at all." He
set the wheel back down. "Right now you're four people
spinning four separate wheels next to each other and
hoping it looks like one. Once these numbers are real, it's
one wheel. It stops needing somebody standing over it to
keep it turning.”

Nobody said anything for a second. Graham looked like he
wanted to be the one to say it and was glad he didn't have
to.
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"That's the real machine starting to show," Graham said
finally. "Numbers on the wall, one owner each, and now
you can actually watch them pull on each other instead of
just hoping they do." He shook his head, something
between amusement and respect. "Guy's been here two
weeks."

®

It was past six by the time the room cleared out, everyone
talking numbers on their way to the parking lot instead of
just heading straight for their cars. Ben noticed and kept
the thought to himself, not wanting to say it out loud and
make it smaller.

He was the last one at the table, looking at the wall. Four
circles with names under them. One circle still open,
honest about it. A bicycle wheel sitting where they'd left
it, four spokes accounted for, one gap you could see clean
through if you looked at it right.

For the first time in longer than he wanted to admit, Ben
looked at the wheel and didn't feel like the only thing
keeping it turning.

Nils had already texted about grabbing lunch sometime
soon, an easy "let's catch up" kind of text. Ben figured, for
the first time in a long while, he'd actually have something
worth bragging about when he did.
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He texted Sarah on the way to his car. "Running a little
late. Good kind of late, for once." She sent back a single
word, and it was enough. "Good."
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CHAPTER 12

One Number, One
Name

Stop Guessing Whether You're Winning and Discover
the Scoreboard That Tells You Every Week

®

Nils asked him over lunch, easy, the way you'd ask
somebody how their kid's season was going. "So how's the
year actually shaping up. Real numbers, not the version
you give the bank.

Ben opened his mouth and nothing clean came out. He
knew Justin's win rate was up, roughly, because Justin had
mentioned it in the hallway. He knew Gordon had gotten
faster on closeout, he thought, though he couldn't have
said by how many days. He knew Stacey tracked
something about repeat clients, but the actual number
lived in a tab on her laptop he'd never once opened.

"I'd be guessing,' Ben admitted.

"You've got five people who each know one true thing,'
Nils said, not unkindly, stirring his coffee. "That's not the
same as you knowing the company"
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Ben thought about that the whole drive back.

®

Graham was in the small conference room the next time
he came through, not the big offsite room this time, just a
working session with whoever could get free. He listened
to Ben tell it, the lunch, the fumbled answer, the five
people each holding one true thing.

"That's actually good news," Graham said. "Bad news
would be nobody knowing anything. You've got four real
numbers already, sitting in four different heads. Today we
get them all in one place, and we bring in the rest of the
team while we're at it."

He taped a single sheet to the wall, wide, ruled into rows,
nothing fancy, and wrote the four names they already had
down the left side. JUSTIN. RYAN. GORDON. STACEY.
Next to each name he wrote the number they'd claimed
weeks ago, win rate on the right bids, schedule
adherence, days to final payment, repeat and referral
revenue.

"This is the scoreboard," he said. "Not a folder. Not five
spreadsheets. One sheet, checked every week, same time,
same room, so nobody has to guess what anybody else
already knows."

Stacey glanced at the four names already on the wall, then
at Graham. "No spelling errors this time?"
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"Give me a minute, we're only four names in." Graham
grinned, capping the marker just long enough to make the
point. "I'm told I'm improving. Slowly."

Emi raised a hand halfway, more habit than question. "Do
the rest of us get on it, or is it just the four who spoke up
in the last session."

"Everybody gets on it. That was always the plan." Graham
tapped the wall below the four names, leaving room.
"Contracts and compliance. What's the one number that
tells me your circle's healthy."

Emi didn't answer right away. "Days from verbal award to
signed contract," she said finally. "Right now it's however
long it takes, and half the time that's on me, not the client.
If Justin wins a bid and it sits on my desk two weeks
before it's signed, Ryan can't start the job, and it looks like
production's slow when it's actually me."

"That's exactly the kind of thing this whole sheet is
supposed to catch." Graham wrote EMI, and the number
next to it. "Joseph. You've been under Ryan's number
since the last session. Time you had your own."

Joseph didn't say anything for a second, which was
normal for him. "Days since our last recordable safety
incident," he said. "Not because it looks good on a wall.
Because the day that number resets to zero, somebody
got hurt, and I'd rather everybody in this room watch it
every week than only think about it after”

153



FLYWHEEL

Nobody said anything smart back to that. Graham just
wrote JOSEPH, and under it the number, and let the room
sit with it a second before moving on.

®

Stacey had been quiet, arms crossed, watching the sheet
fill in. When Graham turned to her circle, she reached
into her bag instead of answering and pulled out a folded
printout, worn soft at the creases like she'd carried it
around for weeks deciding whether to show anybody.

"I already built this," she said, half apologizing before
anyone asked her to. "Not officially. I just couldn't stand
not knowing, so I started tracking all four of these plus a
few more, every Friday, on my own." She unfolded it on
the table. Six weeks of numbers, columns and rows,
cleaner than anything on the wall.

Graham looked at it a long moment. "This isn't a
confession, Stacey. This is the job." He looked at the room.
"She's been doing for herself, unofficially, exactly what I
just asked all of you to do together. That's not a
coincidence. That's what happens when one person can't
stand not knowing the truth. Now it's everybody's job, not
just hers."

Stacey didn't say anything, but Ben watched her sit up a
little straighter, the way a person does when something
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they'd been doing quietly and half-ashamed of turns out
to have been leadership the whole time.

"There's still a gap," Graham said, tapping the empty space
at the top of the sheet, above Justin's name. "Lead
Generation. Same gap as last time. I'm not filling it today
either.

"I know," Ben said. "I'll feel it every week now instead of
just knowing about it."

"That's the point of a scoreboard," Graham said. "It doesn't
let you forget what a diagram lets you forget."

®

David had been at the back of the room most of the
session, watching more than talking, the way he'd been
most weeks since he started. When Graham capped the
marker, David stood up and walked over to the sheet.

"I'll take this," he said. Not a question.

"Take what, specifically," Graham said, like he already
suspected the answer and wanted David to say it out loud

anyway.

"Not a number. The sheet itself. Every Monday, before
anything else gets talked about, this gets fifteen minutes
and it gets brought current, and if somebody's number's
ugly that week, we talk about why instead of hoping
nobody asks." David looked at Ben. "That's the discipline
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nobody's actually owned yet. Everybody owns their
number. Nobody owns the habit of looking at all of them
together. I'll own the habit."

Ben looked at the sheet. Six names now instead of four,
one honest gap still sitting above Justin's, and for the first
time it looked less like a diagram somebody had drawn
and more like a dashboard somebody was actually going
to read.

"Do it," Ben said.

®

Nils called again the following week, same easy tone, same
question, and this time Ben didn't have to guess at any of
it. He rattled off six numbers in under a minute, current
as of that Monday, and heard Nils go quiet on the other
end in a way that told him it had landed.

"Huh," Nils said finally. "Didn't expect you to actually know
that."

"Didn't expect it either," Ben said, and meant it.

He hung up and looked at the sheet on his office wall,
David's initials already penciled in the corner where he'd
signed off on that week's update. One gap left at the top,
still honest, still waiting on a seat that wasn't filled yet.
Everything else, for the first time since he'd started this,
he actually knew instead of guessed.
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What he still couldn't have told Nils, if he'd asked the
harder question, was what any of these numbers were
actually building toward. Six names on a wall, all finally
clean, was one thing. What he was running them toward
was still a blank page.
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PART THREE

Make It
Compound

These Are the Accelerators
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CHAPTER 13

A Goal Worth
Compounding

Stop Chasing Goals That Just Look Good on a Wall and
Discover the Test That Separates a BHAG From a
Slogan

®
Ben found the plaque while he was digging through the

storage closet for a spare monitor. Wood-mounted, laser-
etched, edges gone dusty gray. OUR VISION: TO BE THE
BEST COMMERCIAL BUILDER IN EAST TENNESSEE. He
didn't remember ordering it. He didn't remember hanging
it, either, though the two nail holes in the old office wall
said he must have, at some point, in some version of
himself that believed a sentence like that meant
something.

He brought it to the next session and set it on the table
without a word.

Graham picked it up, read it, turned it over once in his
hands like he was giving it a fair chance before he set it
back down. "Best, by what measure. By when. What does
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somebody do differently on a Tuesday because this is
hanging on a wall."

"Nothing," Ben admitted. "I don't even know who wrote it."

"That happens to almost every company that hangs one of
these," Graham said, gentler than the question before it.
"Somebody writes down something that sounds right,
everybody nods, and it quietly turns into wallpaper.
Doesn't mean you did anything wrong hanging it. Just
means it never had a real number or a real date attached,
so it never had anywhere to go." He set the plaque in the
center of the table, not like evidence, more like something
they were about to retire with a little respect. "Today we
build the one that does. Fair warning, this is going to feel
uncomfortable in a different way than that plaque ever
did, because that plaque never cost anybody anything"

®

“There's a guy I mentioned to you back in the seats
session,’ Graham said. "Jim Collins. Good to Great. He's
got a term for the kind of goal that actually moves a
company, decades out, not just a year. Calls it a BHAG.
Big, hairy, audacious goal." He wrote it on the wall in block
letters. "Most companies that put one on a wall get it
wrong in the same way that plaque's wrong. Vague
enough that nobody can ever be proven right or wrong
about it, which feels safe and does nothing"
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"So how do you know if it's real," Emi asked.

"Three questions. First, could a stranger tell you in one
sentence whether you hit it or missed it, no follow-up
questions needed. Second, does it scare you a little when
you say it out loud, not paralyze you, just make your
stomach drop slightly, because if it doesn't scare anybody
it's not big enough to be worth ten years of your life.
Third, and this is the one people skip: does knowing this
number change one single thing about how you run the
company starting Monday, or is it just a someday thing
you'll get serious about later." He tapped the plaque. "That
one failed on all three. Nobody could ever tell you
whether you'd hit it. Nobody's stomach ever dropped
reading it. And it changed exactly nothing about any
Monday in however many years it's been hanging in a
closet."

He handed out index cards.

"Don't talk to each other. Write the real number. Revenue,
ten to fifteen years out, whatever feels true in your gut
before you let anybody talk you out of it. And write the
year.'

®

The cards came back nothing alike. Gordon wrote a
hundred million. Emi wrote seventy-five, conservative,
careful, the number of somebody who'd spent her career

161



FLYWHEEL

keeping the company out of trouble rather than pushing it
forward. Justin's card just said "double it,' no actual figure,
which Graham held up and said, flat, "That's a slogan with

extra steps.”

David's card said two hundred fifty million, and under it,
in smaller writing, a note: "if we actually let the wheel run
itself"

"Walk us through that," Graham said.

"A hundred million's not audacious for this company, it's
just more of what you're already doing badly organized."
David looked at Ben, not unkindly. "Two fifty means the
five circles have to actually be running without you
standing in the middle of every one of them. That's the
whole point of everything we've built the last two months.
If the number doesn't require the machine, it's not testing
the machine."

Ben hadn't written a figure at all. He'd written a date.

"Nadia graduates high school in nine years," he said, and
the room went quiet in a way it hadn't for any of the other
cards. "I don't have a number that scares me more than
that date does. Whatever we build, I want to be able to tell
her, the year she walks across that stage, exactly what this
company turned into while I was also there for every
single one of her games between now and then. Not
instead of. Both."

Nobody said anything for a second.
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"Then that's your finish line," Graham said, quieter than
he'd been all day. "Everything else is math around it."

They landed on David's number. Two hundred fifty
million, nine years out, the year Nadia graduated, the
same date Ben had already written down before he'd ever
seen David's card. Not Emi's seventy-five, which everyone
including Emi admitted by the end was just fear wearing a
business plan. Two fifty made David do the napkin math
out loud, five times growth in nine years, and admit it
would take everything they had.

"That's the revenue,' David said. "But if it's only revenue,
it's not actually testing anything we built the last two
months. Two fifty on a company that still can't run a
Tuesday without Ben in the building isn't a bigger version
of what you have. It's the same problem, just heavier." He
looked at Ben. "The real goal isn't the number by itself. It's
two hundred fifty million, and you can leave for thirty
days straight and the wheel doesn't even notice you're
gone.'

"Run it through the test," Graham said. "Could a stranger
tell you if you hit it. Yes, dollar for dollar, and there's an
honest way to test the other half too: take Ben out of the
building for thirty days and see what breaks. Does it scare
you." Nobody answered, which was its own answer. "Does
it change Monday."

"Every Monday," David said. "You don't get to two fifty, and
you don't get a company that runs without him, on what

163



FLYWHEEL

we're tracking now. Every circle we built has to actually
hold, and Lead Generation still doesn't have anybody's
name on it."

®

Ben drove home with the plaque still in the back seat,
meaning to throw it out and somehow not doing it. He set
it on the kitchen counter instead, face down, and Sarah
found it there before he'd said a word about the session.

She turned it over, read it, looked at him.

"We're replacing it," he said. "With something that actually
means something this time."

"What's it going to say?"

He told her the number, and the year, and the other half
of it, the part about being able to leave for thirty days
straight and nothing breaking. Sarah didn't say anything
for a moment. She just looked at the old plaque a while
longer, taking in the dust, the forgotten nail holes, like she
was picturing the new one already hanging where it used
to be.

"Thirty days," she repeated, like she was testing the shape
of it. "I'd take a week to start." That got a real laugh out of
both of them, the first one all evening. Then, quieter:
"Nine years. [ can live with a company growing that fast.
I've been waiting nine years for you to actually be in the
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stands for a reason I could name." She set the old plaque
in the recycling bin herself, no ceremony to it, like it had
already stopped being anything worth keeping. "Get the

new one right."

"I intend to."
He meant it.

He just had no idea yet what the next three years were
supposed to look like.
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CHAPTER 14

The Next Push

Stop Staring at Nine Years and Discover the Three-
Year Picture That Makes It Real

®

Ben had the number taped inside a kitchen cabinet where
nobody but him would see it. TWO FIFTY. NINE YEARS.
He'd catch himself looking at it while the coffee brewed,
and every single time it did the same thing to him:
nothing. Not fear, not motivation, just a kind of pleasant
numbness, the way a mountain looks from far enough
away that you stop being able to tell it's actually made of
rock you'd have to climb.

He mentioned that to Graham the next time they sat
down, the numbness part, half expecting to get talked out
of it.

"That's not a character flaw," Graham said. "That's just
what nine years does to a brain. It's too far out to feel real,
so it doesn't. A goal that big only works if you can see the
next piece of it close enough to actually do something
about it Monday morning." He picked up a marker. "So
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we're not going to talk about nine years today. We're
going to talk about three."

®

He drew a straight line across the whiteboard, wrote

TODAY on the left end and NINE YEARS in red on the
right, the two fifty circled under it. Then he marked a
point about a third of the way across.

"This is the bridge," he said. "Not a smaller version of the
goal. A real, specific, provable picture of what this
company looks like in exactly three years, detailed enough
that if you walked in the door that day, you'd know
immediately whether you got there or you didn't"

"Like the BHAG test," Gordon said.

"Same test, shorter clock. Revenue's part of it, but only
part" Graham wrote three headers across the top:
REVENUE. PROFIT. WHAT IT LOOKS LIKE. "Revenue
without the other two is just a bigger number with the
same cracks in it. I want all three, or none of it's real.”

David was already at the whiteboard before anyone else
moved, marker in hand, the way he'd been in every
session since he'd stopped waiting to be invited into one.
"Revenue first, since it's the easiest to be honest about.
Two fifty in nine years means roughly doubling every
three. That's not a guess, that's just the math holding
together." He wrote it clean. ONE HUNDRED MILLION.
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"That's twice what we do now," Justin said, and he didn't
say it like a complaint, more like a man doing arithmetic
on his own workload in real time. "My team can't win
twice the bids at the win rate we're running. Either the
rate goes up or the seat count under me does."

"Both, probably,’ David said. "Write it down anyway. The
picture's supposed to make you nervous. That's how you
know it's not a slogan with extra steps."

Graham glanced at Justin, who was still running his own
numbers under his breath. "Welcome to the actual point
of a BHAG," he said, warm about it. "It's not supposed to
just make Ben nervous. It's supposed to make everybody's
math nervous. That's the number working""

"Feels great," Justin said, dry.

Graham grinned. "Nobody's ever said that to me and
meant it. Ask me again in a year."

"So which is it," Graham said, and this time it wasn't
rhetorical. "The rate goes up, or the seat count under you
does. What's actually true, not the tidy answer."

Justin thought about it longer than the joke a minute ago.
"Rate, probably, if I'm honest. I've got two guys who
haven't lost a bid they should've won all year. I just haven't
been putting them on the right ones."

"Then that's not a capacity problem," Graham said. "That's
a lineup problem. Write that down too."
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Ryan leaned back, arms crossed the old way for a second
before he caught himself and dropped them. "Same
problem on my end, different math. I can run tighter
schedules than I'm running. I can't run twice as many jobs
with the field capacity we've got. That's not attitude,
that's bodies."

"Then that's part of what it looks like," Graham said, and
wrote CAPACITY BENEATH RYAN under the third header,
no further explanation needed, everyone in the room
already knowing what it meant without anybody having to
say Scooter's name and risk reopening a conversation that
had already closed the right way.

®

Profit came slower. Nobody in the room had a number
they trusted the way Justin trusted his win rate or Joseph
trusted his safety count, and Graham let the silence sit
longer than usual before he finally said, "Whoever hates
this question the most should probably answer it first."

Stacey didn't laugh, exactly, but something close. "That's
me." She pulled a folded page out of the same bag she
always seemed to have one folded page in. "We're running
thin, under six percent net most years, which is normal
for this industry and also not something you can build a
hundred-million-dollar company on without it eating you
alive. I'd want eight, minimum, by year three. Not because
it's a nice round number. Because under that, growth just
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means more revenue passing through the same leaky
bucket."

"Eight," Graham wrote. "Anybody want to argue her
down?"

Nobody did.

"Then that's the second thing that has to be true in three

years," he said. "Not just bigger. Healthier while it's bigger.
That's the part most companies skip, and it's the part that
actually separates compounding from just getting louder."

®

The last header took the rest of the morning, and by the
time they were done the wall had seven lines under
WHAT IT LOOKS LIKE: revenue, margin, capacity beneath
Ryan, a Lead Generation seat finally filled instead of the
empty space it had been sitting in since the day they first
mapped the five circles, a scoreboard David could run
without a single Monday missed in three years, systems
that didn't live in anybody's head or anybody's folded page
anymore, and one line Ben wrote himself, last, in his own
handwriting under everybody else's: BEN GONE THIRTY
DAYS AND NOBODY NOTICES.

"That last one's not new," Graham said, reading it. "That's
just the BHAG's other half, showing up early. Good. It
should show up everywhere between now and year nine,
not just at the finish line."
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"The Lead Generation seat," Ben said, looking at the gap
that had been sitting open on the scoreboard since the
day they built it. "We still haven't filled it."

"No," Graham said. "And I'm not going to pretend three
years from now magically solves that by itself. Somebody
has to actually go hire for it. I'm just telling you the
picture doesn't work without it, which is a different
problem than not knowing it's a problem." He capped the
marker. "That's the whole point of a bridge. It doesn't let
you keep pretending the gap isn't there. It just makes the
gap specific enough to actually close."

®

Sarah had the porch light on when he got home, sitting
outside with two mugs even though it wasn't cold enough
yet to need them, which meant she'd been waiting on him
a while.

"How was it," she asked, handing him one.

He told her the number, the whole picture, the eight
percent, the empty seat, Scooter's crew getting bigger
without Scooter having to become something he didn't
want to be. She listened the way she always did, taking it
in instead of just waiting for her turn.

"Nadia will be twelve," Sarah said, when he finished. Not a
question, just doing her own version of the math out loud.
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"Twelve," he repeated.

"Middle school's basically over by then. High school starts
creeping up fast after that." She turned her mug in her
hands. "I'm not asking for a number from you the way
Graham does. I'm asking for something simpler. In three
years, when I look back, I want to be able to say you were
actually there for the years that mattered, not just the
ones that were easy to be there for" She wasn't looking at
him now, looking out at the yard instead. "That's my
version of the test. Not thirty days in a row. Just enough
Tuesdays that I stop having to notice which ones you
made."

Ben didn't say anything for a second. It landed harder
than the profit number had, harder than the empty seat
on the wall.

"I can build you a scoreboard for that too, if it'd help," he
said, half joking, mostly not.

She almost laughed. "No, thank you. I don't want a
spreadsheet of my own husband." She leaned her head
against his shoulder anyway, which answered the
question better than anything she could have said. "Just
don't make me wait three years to find out if it worked."

®

He had the bridge now. Revenue, margin, the seat still
sitting open, Scooter's crew growing under him instead of
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around him, and a wife who'd just quietly attached her
own test to a number that used to only live on a card in a
drawer.

What he still didn't have was Monday.

Three years was closer than nine. It still wasn't close
enough to actually do anything about before the week
was out, and some part of him already knew that
whatever came next was going to have to shrink the
picture down again, smaller and smaller, until it finally fit
inside a single ordinary week he could actually walk into
and start.
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CHAPTER 15

Twelve Months, Not
Ten Years

Stop Planning in Decades and Discover the Twelve
Months That Actually Move the Needle

®
Ben taped the three-year picture up next to the nine-year
number in the same kitchen cabinet, and for about a week
having two pieces of paper instead of one made him feel
like he was making progress. Then the feeling wore off.
Three years was still too far out to do anything about on a
Monday. It just had a nearer horizon than nine.

He said as much to Graham, expecting sympathy. He got a
marker instead.

"Good," Graham said. "That means you're ready for the
part that actually moves anything. Everything we've built
so far is a target. This is the first tool that's actually a
plan.
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He drew the flywheel on the wall again, the same five
circles from that first afternoon two years back, worn into
a kind of shorthand nobody needed explained anymore.

"You know how a flywheel actually starts," Graham said.
"Not spinning. Somebody puts their shoulder into it and it
barely moves. Second push, still barely moves, but a little
easier than the first. It's not until push nine or ten that it
starts holding speed on its own." He tapped the three-year
number. "David already told you two fifty in nine years
means doubling roughly every three. If you did that math
in a straight line, year one of the three would be around
sixty-three million. That's not how a flywheel works, and
it's not how this year is going to work either."

David was already doing figures on his own pad, the way
he did in every session now, and he didn't wait to be
asked. "Fifty-eight," he said. "That's the honest number for
year one. Not sixty-three. We don't have the Lead
Generation seat filled yet, Ryan doesn't have the field
capacity built yet, and pretending otherwise just sets
everybody up to miss on Monday morning three months
from now. Year one's push is the hardest and shortest
one. Year two and three get to lean on what year one
built."

Graham looked at David a second, something plainly
pleased in it. "Eighteen months ago you'd have told me
sixty-three, because it was the number that sounded
better. That right there is the whole difference."
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"Same logic on margin," Stacey said, not waiting either.
"Eight percent's the year-three number. I'd want six and a
half by the end of this year. Enough improvement that
everybody feels it's real, not so much we're pretending
the systems are already there."

"Anybody arguing either number down?" Graham asked.
Nobody did.

Ryan leaned back in his chair. "Every single time. Man
walks in, puts some enormous number on the wall, spends
twenty minutes talking everybody down to something
smaller, and it still terrifies me just as much as the big one
did."

"That's the job," Graham said, grinning. "Ambitious and
honest at the same time. The day it stops terrifying you a
little, I'll start worrying about both of us."

®

The list under it stayed short on purpose. Graham wrote
ONE YEAR PRIORITIES at the top and capped it at four
lines before anyone even reached for a fifth.

"A three-year picture can afford to be a picture,’ he said.
"A one-year plan has to be short enough that everybody in
this room can say it back to me right now without looking
at the wall
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David went first without hesitating. "Open the Lead
Generation search. Not fill it, that's not realistic in twelve
months for the right person, just get it open and moving
instead of sitting there as a line on a page.

"Two field leads under Ryan," Ryan said. "Real hires, not a
wish. That's the start of the bench under Scooter”"

"Six and a half percent net, full year, not just a good
quarter,’ Stacey said again, like she wanted it written
twice.

"Fifty-two Mondays," David added last. "The scoreboard,
current, every single week, no exceptions, no catching up
later. That's not new. That's just finally making a full year
of it instead of a good streak.

Ben looked at the four lines. Fifty-eight million. Six and a
half percent. Two hires. Fifty-two Mondays. It didn't look
like much next to the plaque-sized ambition of two
hundred fifty million and nine years, and that was exactly
the point.

"That's it," Graham said. "That's the whole plan. Everything
else this year is just the four of you making sure these
four things stay true every week between now and next
August.”
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Nils called that Friday, same easy tone as always, except
this time he didn't have to ask his usual question, because
Ben started talking before Nils got the first sentence out.

"Fifty-eight million, six and a half percent net, two more
field hires, and the scoreboard doesn't miss a single
Monday all year," Ben said. "That's the whole plan. That's
what this year has to be."

There was a pause on the line, long enough that Ben
almost checked to see if the call had dropped.

"Huh," Nils said finally. "A year ago you couldn't have told
me your own win rate. Now you're telling me the whole
year before it's happened.”

"Didn't expect to be able to either," Ben said, and for once
he let himself sit in that a second longer than usual before
moving on.

®

He drove home that night thinking about the flywheel on
Graham's wall, the ten pushes it supposedly took before
the thing started holding speed on its own. Four numbers,
one year, and if David was right, this was push number
one of the ten, the shortest, least impressive shove of the
whole run.

What Ben still didn't have was Thursday. A year had a
shape to it now. It still didn't tell anybody in that room
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what to actually do when they walked in tomorrow
morning, or the Monday after that, or the ninety of them
stacked up between now and the day this year's plan
either held or didn't.
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CHAPTER 16

FAST Rocks

Stop Filling the Quarter With Busywork and Discover
the Rocks That Actually Feed the Wheel

®
Ninety days, David had said, and Ben had spent most of a

week turning that number over like it was supposed to
feel smaller than a year and somehow felt just as
unmanageable, just closer.

"You've done this before," Graham said, when they sat
down. "Sixty-day rock, remember? Right after the seats
session. Everybody picked one thing they'd actually
finish"

"l remember Ryan picked his the day before the deadline
and it showed," Ben said.

"That's exactly the problem we're fixing today." Graham
wrote ROCKS on the wall, big. "One rock, sixty days, one
person, worked fine when the company needed to prove
it could finish anything at all. You're past that now. What
you need is a real system: ninety days, whole team, tied to
the numbers on that one-year plan you already built. Not
busywork with a deadline stapled to it. An actual push.”
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®

"There's a couple of researchers out of MIT," Graham said,
"guys named Sull, spent years studying why companies
miss the goals they set even when the goals were smart,
capital S-M-A-R-T, specific and measurable and all of it.
Know what they found killed most of them?"

Nobody guessed.

"Privacy,’ Graham said. "Goals nobody else could see. And
goals people set once and then didn't talk about again
until the deadline showed up and surprised them. So they
came up with a different filter. FAST." He wrote it
vertically down the wall, one letter under the last.

"Frequently discussed," he said, next to the F. "Not set
once a quarter and forgotten. Talked about, out loud, in a
room, on a regular rhythm, or it dies quietly the way most
quarterly goals do."

"Ambitious,’ next to the A. "If everybody in the room
already knows you'll hit it, it's not a rock, it's a chore."

"Specific,’ next to the S. "Not 'improve capacity. A number,
or a done-or-not-done test a stranger could check
without asking you what you meant."

"Transparent,” next to the T. "Everybody's rocks visible to
everybody else. Not just your own corner of it."
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He capped the marker and looked at the four letters a
second before turning back to the room. "You've actually
been building three of these four into the wheel since the
day we started. The scoreboard's already transparent. The
BHAG test already made you specific. You just didn't have
a name for any of it yet."

"What's the one we haven't built," Ben asked, already half
knowing.

"Frequently discussed. You've got a whole plan now and
no rhythm yet that forces anybody to actually talk about it
between now and results day."

®

Ryan went first, the way he did most weeks now. "My
rock's field capacity. Get us in better shape to run more
jobs."

"Run that through the filter," Graham said, not unkindly.
"Specific?"

Ryan paused. "Not really, no."
"Ambitious?"
"Depends what better shape means, so, also no."

"Then it's not a rock, it's a wish with a good attitude
behind it. What's actually true by the last day of March
that isn't true today?"
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Ryan thought about it a second longer this time. "First of
the two field hires from the one-year plan, hired and
running his own crew by end of quarter. Not posted. Not
interviewing. Running a crew’

"Ryan, what are the steps?" Graham said.

Ryan didn't have to think as long about this part as he had
about the number. "Ask around the crews first. Guys
who've already proven themselves on somebody else's job,
not strangers off a board. Interview the real ones. Make
the offer. Get him on a crew with me before I hand it
over.'

"Put a week on each one."

"Word out by week two. First real candidates in front of
me by week five. Offer out by week seven. He starts by
week nine, shadows me two weeks, running his own crew
by week eleven." Ryan looked at what he'd just said. "Two
weeks left over, in case week nine doesn't hold."

"That's a rock," Graham said, and wrote it under Ryan's
name — the outcome on top, the five dates underneath it,
smaller.

"Every one of those five goes in front of this team every
single week starting Monday," Graham said. "Not just the
rock at the end. Every step on the way to it."

David didn't wait to be called on. "Fifty-two Mondays was
the year-one number. This quarter's piece of that is
thirteen. Zero missed. Not eleven out of thirteen and a
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good excuse for the other two." He looked almost amused
at himself saying it out loud. "I already know that's the one
I'll want to fudge somewhere around week nine. Writing it
down anyway"

Stacey's rock came out just as clean. "Six and a half
percent net was the year-end target. I want us at that run
rate by the end of this quarter, not backloaded into the
last month like every finance department in America does
it. If it's not true in March, I want to know in March, not in
December."

"And Lead Generation,' Graham said, looking at Ben. "You
already named it, last session. Somebody has to actually
own opening that search this quarter, not just agree it
matters.”

Ben didn't look around the room for someone else to take
it. "Mine," he said. "Three real candidates in an actual
pipeline by end of quarter. Not a job posting. Not a maybe.
Three people I could put in front of this team and have
them not laugh me out of the room."

"That's specific and it scares you a little," Graham said.
"That's the two tests right there."

®

David stayed after the others cleared out, still looking at
his own line on the wall, thirteen and zero.
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"You always this hard on yourself,' Ben asked, half joking.

"Not always." David didn't turn around right away. "Last
place I worked, I let a lot of things slide for a long time
because slack felt like kindness. Told myself [ was being
patient. Really I just didn't want to be the guy holding
anybody to anything, including myself." He finally looked
over. "Took losing that seat to figure out patient and soft
aren't the same word. I don't miss Mondays anymore. Not
because I'm better than I used to be. Because I know
exactly what it costs when I let myself think it's fine just
this once."

Ben didn't have anything smart to say back to that, so he
didn't try.

®

He drove home with five lines in his head instead of four
now, and for the first time since this whole thing started,
none of them felt too big to actually start on Monday.
Thirteen weeks. Five rocks, specific enough to check,
ambitious enough to sting a little, visible enough that
nobody could quietly let one slide the way David used to.

What none of them had built yet was the room where all
of it actually got looked at every single week, the thing
that would decide whether frequently discussed turned
out to be true or just another word on a wall.
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CHAPTER 17

The Weekly Push

Stop Losing the Plan Between Quarters and Discover
the Rhythm That Keeps It Alive Every Week

The room they still hadn't built showed up on a Tuesday
morning not long after the audition, the third full day
Graham had spent with this team, folding chairs pulled
into a rough circle in the same conference room where it
had all started, coffee going cold before anybody touched
it. Graham stood at the easel the way he always did,
marker already uncapped before anybody had finished
their coffee, but there was something in how fast he
moved past the small talk that told Ben this one was going
to be different.

"Before we do anything else," Graham said, "I need every
one of you to actually hear this, not just nod at it the way
you nod at things you plan to forget by Friday." He looked
around the table, and there wasn't a trace of his usual
easy grin in it. "Everything else we build here, the values
holding, the seats staying filled, the rocks getting hit, the
scoreboard staying honest, all of it lives or dies on what
happens in this room, every single week, starting today.
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Not the ideas. Not the diagram on the wall. This room, on
this day, at this time."

"Rule one," Graham said, and wrote it on the sheet himself
instead of handing off the marker the way he usually did.
"You meet. Every single week. Not when it's convenient,
not when the schedule allows for it. Every week." He
capped the marker and turned back to them. "I had a
client a few years back, good team, good numbers, further
along than you are right now. They skipped three weeks
running over a slow summer, told themselves they'd catch
up in the fall. By October the scoreboard hadn't been
touched in two months, three of their five rocks were
dead and nobody had noticed, and the owner was back to
fielding calls himself because nobody remembered whose
seat half of this was supposed to be anymore. Three
weeks. That's all it took to unwind eighteen months of
work." He looked around the table like he wanted each of
them to actually feel it land. "A flywheel doesn't stop when
you stop tending it. It just quietly starts spinning the
wrong direction, and by the time anybody notices, you're
not maintaining a system anymore. You're rebuilding one
from the ground up, except now everybody in this room
also remembers exactly how good it felt to let it slide."

"Rule two." He said it lighter, but not by much. "You start
on time and you end on time. No exceptions. Ninety
minutes, not ninety-five." He glanced at Ben when he said
it, not unkindly. "Every minute you run long is a minute
you're telling six other people their calendar matters less
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than yours. If we're not done, we're not done, and
whatever's left waits for next Tuesday. That's not a
punishment. That's the whole discipline holding."

"Rule three. Nothing on that list gets discussed until we
actually get to it." He tapped the wall. "And I want to say
something about what we call that list, because I've been
careful about the word since the very first day we did this.
We don't call them issues. We call them topics.”

Ryan, predictably, had a face on. "What's the difference,’
he said. "Call an issue an issue. It's still the same problem
sitting on the table."

"It is," Graham said. "And you're right to push on it, that's
exactly the right instinct. But a word does something to a
room before anybody's said a single sentence with it.
Issue puts everybody a little on the defensive before the
conversation even starts, like something's already broken
and somebody's about to get blamed for it. Topic just says
here's a thing worth this room's attention. Same problem.
Different posture walking into it." He shrugged. "Maybe
it's nothing. But I've run this exact meeting in a couple
hundred rooms now, and the ones that call it topics solve
things faster than the ones that call it issues, every time,
and I've never once found a better explanation than the
word itself"

"Rule four is the agenda, and I want you to hear the whole
shape of it before we start, because the order matters as

188



FLYWHEEL

much as the content." He wrote as he talked, five lines
going up fast.

"One. We open with wins. Real ones, not manufactured
ones, whatever's actually gone right since we last sat
down. Doesn't matter how small. That's not a warm-up
exercise. That's this meeting deciding whether it runs on
dread or on momentum, and you decide that in the first
five minutes or you don't decide it at all."

"Two. The scoreboard. Every number, every name, and
everybody's already updated theirs in the software before
they ever walked into this room this morning, the same
place the rocks live, and the plan, and the minutes from
every one of these meetings going back to the very first
one. We're not wasting this room's time typing in
numbers that should've already been sitting there when
you sat down. Anything that's been red three weeks
running goes straight onto the topics list. Automatically.
Nobody argues a number off that list because they've got
a good reason. Three red weeks is the reason.”

"Three. Action items. Everything anybody committed to
last week, done or not done, no in between, and that
includes whatever step of a rock is due this week same as
it includes whatever you said you'd handle Tuesday to
Tuesday. One list. Both things live on it."

"Four is where the real work happens. I prioritize the
topics list, not because I'm smarter than any of you,
because somebody has to and it can't be a vote or you'll
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spend the whole ninety minutes arguing about the order
instead of solving anything. Then we go down that list one
at a time, and we don't move to the next one until this
one's actually decided. Not discussed to death. Decided. If
we run out of time before we finish the list, that's fine,
that's most weeks, we pick it back up next Tuesday. But
we stop with five to eight minutes left no matter where
we are, because rule five still has to happen.”

"And five. We close every single time the same way. Thirty
seconds each, a takeaway, one thing worth carrying out of
this room, and then a number, one to ten, on how the
meeting itself went. Not how you feel about the company.
How the meeting went." He looked around the table. "One
through six means it was a bad meeting, and somebody in
this room should say so out loud instead of pretending a
five was fine. Seven or eight, it did its job. Nine or ten, and
I mean this, that's a great meeting, and you'll know the
difference the first time you're actually in one."

"That last part, the number, isn't mine either" Graham
allowed himself something close to a smile for the first
time all morning. "Closest I can trace it, a man named
Fred Reichheld wrote a piece back in the early two
thousands called 'The One Number You Need to Grow,
out of Bain and Company. Built the whole idea around
asking one honest question and trusting people to answer
it straight instead of burying them in a survey nobody
finishes. Most people who use it now have no idea where
it came from. I didn't either, for years. But it's a good
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number, and I like giving credit to a good number once I
actually find out where it came from."

Ben sat with all five rules laid out on the wall in Graham's
handwriting, plainer and less impressive-looking than
anything else Graham had shown him so far, five rules and
a number, and it occurred to him that this might be the
least glamorous thing Graham had ever taught them, and
also, very possibly, the thing that decided whether any of
the rest of it survived contact with an ordinary Tuesday.

Graham ran the first two of these himself, every rule
enforced without apology, timer on his phone the whole
ninety minutes. The third and fourth, he handed the
marker to Ben and sat in the back corner where Emi
usually sat, saying nothing unless the room genuinely
stalled, which it did exactly once, over how strictly to
enforce the red-three-weeks rule, and he let them argue
it out instead of answering for them. By the fifth Tuesday
he didn't come at all, and nobody in the room noticed
until the meeting was already over and Stacey asked out
loud where he'd been.

By late spring, the Weekly Push had stopped feeling like
Graham's rule and started feeling like just how Tuesdays
worked, the five parts running themselves without
anybody needing to consult the wall to remember the
order. Ben used to think a company needed him standing
over it to keep from drifting. Six months in, he was
starting to suspect the opposite might be true.
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He noticed it first as an absence. Nobody called him at 2
a.m. anymore, not because nothing went wrong, things
still went wrong constantly, but because whoever was
closest to the problem now had both the authority and
the expectation to just solve it and report it Tuesday
instead of waking him up to ask permission.

Nadia had a game on a Thursday night in May, and Ben
was there for the first pitch, which by itself would once
have been unremarkable and was now something he still
noticed every single time, a small private relief he never
quite got used to.

He was leaning against the fence along the third base line
when a voice next to him said, "Ben Mercer. Well, I'll be."

Ben turned. It took him a second, the way it does when a
face shows up somewhere it doesn't belong, out of
context, aged a little. Then it clicked.

"Brett." He put a hand out. "Brett Hyde, right? Hyde's, the
little place off Magnolia."

"Still open. Still standing, thanks to you." Brett shook his
hand like he meant it. "My boy's on the Rockies. Didn't
know you had a kid out here too."

"Daughter. Nadia. Number eleven." Ben nodded toward the
field, then back at Brett, still working out how many years
it had been. Eight, maybe nine. "Man, I haven't thought
about that job in a long time."
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"You should," Brett said. "You saved my life on it, and you
don't even remember"

"l remember the job. Small build-out, tight timeline. That's
about all I've got."

"Two weeks after we opened, roof started leaking right
over the register. Middle of a Saturday morning rush."
Brett shook his head, half a laugh in it. "I called every
number I had, contractor's office was closed, nobody
picking up. Called you direct because your cell was the
only number I still had saved from the walkthrough. You
picked up on a Saturday." Ben remembered the shape of it
now, if not the specifics. He'd done that more than once in
those years, given out his own cell number like it was
nothing, because back then everything ran through him

anyway.

"I was there in forty minutes," Brett said. "Tarped it myself
before you got there, but you got up on that roof in your
church clothes and found the flashing that was never
sealed right, fixed it same afternoon. Didn't invoice me for
it. Told me the job wasn't done until it was actually done,
whether or not the paperwork said so."

"That sounds like something I would've said," Ben said, and
meant it as a joke, but it landed heavier than that.

"You want to know something." Brett leaned against the
fence next to him. "I've sent you probably a dozen people
over the years. Guys opening a new location, guys who
got burned by somebody else and needed it done right
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the second time. Never once called to tell you I was doing
it. Didn't seem like something you needed to know."

Something in Ben's chest went still.

"You still remember my name after nine years and one
Saturday afternoon,’ Brett said. "Damn near nobody does
that anymore. Least I can do is remember yours."

Ben didn't say anything for a moment. Down on the field,
Nadia was in the batter's box, and he watched her without
really seeing her, Graham's voice from that very first
meeting suddenly loud in his head. A happy customer
who's forgotten your name is worth exactly nothing. He'd
built an entire system at the office to make sure that
never happened again, a call after every closeout, a note
thirty, sixty, ninety days out, staying in the room long
after the job was done. He'd built it on purpose because
for twelve years he'd never done it by accident.

But here was Brett, a job from before any of that existed,
proof that one Saturday afternoon, one flashing repair he
never billed for, had been quietly compounding on its own
for nine years without a single card or phone call to keep
it alive. He hadn't built that flywheel. He'd just, once,
without knowing it, been the kind of person somebody
else's flywheel got built around.

Nadia hit a clean single up the middle. Ben pushed off the
fence before he knew he'd moved, yelling her name loud
enough that Brett laughed beside him.
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"There it is," Brett said. "Go on. I'll catch you after”

Ben watched his daughter round first and hold, and for
once in his life he wasn't doing math about anything, not
the job site, not the schedule, not the sixty one decisions
with his name on them. He was just watching his kid play
ball, a guy named Brett standing next to him who'd been
quietly telling the whole town his name for nine years
running, and it occurred to him that this, exactly this, was
what all of it had been for.

Later that summer, Sam came downstairs on a Saturday
morning already dressed, hat on, gear bag over his
shoulder, and stood in the kitchen doorway until Ben
looked up from his coffee.

"I've got a match today. State qualifier" Sam said it like it
was nothing, the way he said most things. "You could
come, if you're not doing anything."

Ben set the coffee down carefully, like a sudden move
might make his son take the sentence back.

"I'm not doing anything," he said, and this time it was true.
Whatever was moving on any of his jobs today, Gordon
had it, or Ryan had it, or someone on that team had it,
because that was the whole point of what he'd spent two
years building. Nobody was waiting on him. "What time."

"Eight. It's on the other side of Knoxville, forty minutes."

"T'll drive."
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Sam shrugged, which from Sam counted as enthusiasm.

The range was a long gravel lot and a row of covered bays,
quieter than Ben expected, everybody moving with the
same unhurried precision, no wasted motion anywhere.
He found a spot in the small crowd of parents and
watched his son load, settle, breathe, fire, five rounds in a
rhythm so even Ben couldn't tell where one ended and
the next began. Sam didn't look over to see if he was
watching. He didn't need to. He just shot, cleanly, one
target after another, the same quiet economy he brought
to everything, and something in Ben's chest that had been
tight for longer than he could name eased for the first
time watching it.

Sam placed second in his division. He came off the line,
pulled his ear protection down around his neck, and
scanned the little crowd until he found Ben, the same way
Nadia used to look for a seat that wasn't there.

"Second," Sam said, like it was a mild inconvenience. "Guy
from Blount County beat me by three points."

"You'll get him next time."

"Yeah!" Sam almost smiled. "You want to see my group
from the fourth stage?"

He pulled out his phone before Ben could answer and
held it up, a photo of a paper target, five holes clustered
close enough to touch. He didn't say anything else. He
didn't need to. He just watched Ben look at it, waiting.
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It hadn't been, not for a long time, a kid standing in a
gravel parking lot showing his father something he was
proud of, unprompted, like it was just a normal thing
fathers and sons did. Ben knew exactly how long it had
been, down to the year, because he'd finally let himself
count it in a booth at Rosa's with Nils across the table. He
didn't say any of that to Sam. He just studied the photo
like it mattered exactly as much as Sam thought it did,
asked when the next match was, and got back in the truck
forty minutes later than he needed to, in absolutely no
hurry to be anywhere else.

None of it would have been possible if the team were still
routing everything through him: not the Saturday
morning, not the drive out with no phone call waiting on
the other end, not a son who wanted to show him a photo
instead of needing him to fix something. And the team
had only stopped routing everything through him because
someone outside the company had refused to let them
keep doing it.

By midsummer the Tuesday meeting had a rhythm to it
that didn't need Ben to keep it moving anymore. Ryan ran
the wins round most weeks now without being asked, and
the man who used to sit through the offsite with his arms
crossed spent four straight minutes bragging on his own
crew for hitting six weeks of clean schedule adherence in
a row, loud enough that Gordon finally had to tell him to
let somebody else talk.
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"Ryan's turned into the Rock Crusher committee all by
himself," Stacey said, not quite under her breath.

The scoreboard went up the same as every week, six
names, six numbers, and for the first time since Stacey
had first unfolded her private version of it back in the
spring, every single one of them was green. Nobody made
a big show of it. David just tapped the last cell, Justin's win
rate, and said, "That's four weeks running now," and the
room did the thing it did lately without anybody
organizing it, a round of applause that lasted about four
seconds before everybody moved straight back to
business, like celebrating and working had finally stopped
being two separate activities.

David had started doing the math out loud most weeks
too, an old habit from his first month that had turned into
something the team looked forward to instead of dreaded.
"At this run rate," he said, tapping the revenue line, "we're
not just on pace for the two fifty. We're ahead of it He
said it plainly, no fanfare, the way he said most things, but
Ben watched it land around the table anyway, watched
Justin sit up a little straighter, watched Stacey and Emi
trade a look that had actual belief in it now instead of the
careful hope from that first BHAG session.

Ben didn't say much in these meetings anymore. He'd
learned that the quieter he stayed, the more the room ran
the way it was supposed to, which had taken him the
better part of a year to actually trust instead of just
tolerate. He sat back and watched six people who used to
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each carry their own separate number now finishing each
other's sentences about a company that increasingly
didn't need him standing in the middle of it to keep
turning, and if he was honest, some days that still stung a
little on the way to pride.

The scoreboard was green again. Ryan ran the wins
without being prompted. Gordon had the numbers ready.
For the first time, Ben felt the meeting could run without
him.

Then the Kessler retention topic came up.

"We can let that one ride," Ryan said. "It's under the
threshold and the client’s happy enough."

Stacey started to nod. Justin looked at his notes. Nobody
pushed back.

Ben felt the old reflex rise in his chest: let it go, keep the
energy high, don’t make it a thing. He almost did.

Then he heard Graham’s voice in his head, the one that
had sat with the silence longer than felt comfortable.

"Is the process optional when the number feels small?"
Ben said it out loud before he could stop himself.

The room went still the same way it used to when Graham
asked the hard question. Ryan’s face tightened, then
settled.

"No," Ryan said finally. "T'll run it through properly."
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Ben sat with it the rest of the meeting. The tools were on
the wall. The seats were filled. The scoreboard was green.
And still the old pattern had almost won, until somebody

named it. He was no longer certain that somebody would
always be him.

Ben's next sit-down with Graham landed the week after
the state qualifier, same as it did every month now.
Graham's office looked the same as it always had, same
clean lines, same absence of anything that apologized for
itself, except now there was a single sheet of white
printer paper, curling slightly at the corners, thumbtacked
to the wall behind his desk. Five circles, connected by
hand-drawn arrows, one of them retraced so many times
the ink had gone through the page.

Ben noticed it the way you notice anything that used to
not be there. "Is that..”

"Yours." Graham didn't look up from pouring two coffees,
one black, one however Ben still took his. "First one you
ever drew, that second week. Only one I've kept, in all my
years doing this." He set the mug down in front of Ben and
dropped into the chair across from him, not behind the
desk anymore, just across, like two guys catching up. "You
always drew crooked circles. Every session. I used to give
you such a hard time about it."

"You still give me a hard time about it."

"Somebody has to." Graham grinned, the real one, the one
it had taken Ben about three months to learn to tell apart
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from the polite one. "Once a month now instead of every
week. You know why that is?"

"Figured it was because you got tired of the two a.m.
calls.

Graham laughed, head back, a real laugh, like Ben had
actually landed one on him for once. "Those stopped a
while back, and good riddance. But that's not really it He
turned his coffee mug a quarter turn on the desk, the kind
of pause Ben had learned a long time ago not to fill. "Every
one of those five circles solved something real for you. But
solving something real never hands you a finish line. It
hands you the next problem, the one you couldn't even
see until this one was out of the way. That's not a flaw in
the work. That's the whole shape of it. I've got clients I've
been sitting across from for going on eight years now, and
not one of them has run out of circles yet."

"So this doesn't end."

"Not on a calendar, no." Graham tipped his mug toward
the wall, toward that curling sheet of paper. "Same deal as
the very first day. You remember what I told you, before
you'd even signed on?"

Ben thought about it. "The day you stop being worth what
I'm paying you, I cancel. No contract, no term."

"That's the one." Graham nodded, something satisfied in it.
"So no, it doesn't end on some fixed date. It keeps going
exactly as long as you're getting tremendous value out of
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it. Not familiar value, not habit. Tremendous. The day that
ever stops being true, I want you to be the one who
notices it first, before I do." He was quiet a second, like he
was deciding how much of this to hand over, same as he
had that very first afternoon. "Truth is I've still got my
own guide, all these years later. Twenty years older than
me, and sharper than anybody I've ever sat across from.
Called him last month and told him I still don't have all of
this figured out."

Ben sat with that. "You ever get tired of it? Starting over
on the next thing, every time, right when you think you've
finally arrived somewhere?"

"Some weeks." Graham shrugged, no embarrassment in it.
"Then I remember arriving was never really the goal.
Staying in motion was." He looked at Ben, waiting, the way
he did when he already knew Ben had more to say.

"I ran into a guy named Brett Hyde a while back," Ben said.
"Small job I did almost ten years ago. Never called me
once in all that time, and he's been sending me people
anyway, this whole while, and never once told me."

Something in Graham's face opened up, unguarded, in a
way it hadn't even when he'd told his own hardest stories.
"That's it. That's the whole thing, right there." He leaned
forward, elbows on his knees. "You're not just running a
flywheel anymore, Ben. You are one. Some guy's, ten years
from now, and he won't even know your name did it."
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Ben didn't say anything for a moment. Outside, late-
afternoon light came in low through the window, the kind
that made everything in the room look a little warmer
than it probably was.

"Same time next month?" Graham said, standing, holding
a hand out, not the practiced handshake from the first
meeting anymore, just a hand, the way you'd offer it to
somebody you'd stopped needing to impress a long time
ago.

Ben took it. "Same time next month."

He had the Saturday. He had the match. He had a son who
still wanted him there.

None of it was free. It had been paid for in the rooms
where the team had to say the hard things out loud, and
in the moments when Ben would have accepted the softer
answer. He knew, thinking back on it now, that he could
not have forced the Scooter conversation himself. He
liked Scooter too much. He had too much history. He
would have found a way to make the softer version true.
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CONCLUSION

Stop Compounding the
Wrong Things

Ben Mercer isn't a real person. Mercer Commercial
Builders isn’t a real company. But if you got this far and
felt like you were reading about your own Tuesday, that
wasn't an accident.

I've sat across the table from dozens of owners who look a
lot like Ben. Companies doing everything right on paper,
strong crews, loyal clients, real revenue, and still
somehow stuck. Sometimes stuck at a number they hit
years ago. Sometimes stuck inside a system that once
helped and then started fighting them.

If either of those sounds familiar, you already know
something Ben didn’t know at the start of this book: effort
was never the problem. The wrong five things, pushed
hard and out of order, will wear out a great team and still
leave the business exactly where it started.

A flywheel only works when the right pieces are in the
right order, reinforcing each other, with one piece, the
golden component, reaching back to feed the whole cycle
instead of just pushing forward alone.
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But there is a harder truth underneath the flywheel itself.

Most owners can eventually see what needs to change.
Very few can get their own leadership team to align
around it, not because the team is unwilling, but because
the owner is too close. Too much history. Too much
loyalty. Too much unspoken. The same person who built
the company is almost always the worst person to force
the clarity required to free it.

That is the part almost nobody says out loud. And it is the
part that costs the most when it stays unspoken.

The strategy is teachable. The scoreboard is teachable.
The weekly rhythm is teachable. True alignment, the kind
where people stop protecting old seats and start owning
the new ones, almost never happens without someone
outside the company in the room. Someone with no
loyalty to the existing chart and no fear of the silence that
follows a hard question.

That is the work I do.

I don’t hand teams a plan. I ask the questions until they
build their own, because a plan a team builds together is
the only kind that survives past the meeting where it got
written. And I stay in the room long enough for the hard
conversations to actually finish.

If you recognized your own business somewhere in these
pages, or your own exhaustion in Ben, that's worth a
conversation. Not a sales pitch. A conversation.
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I take on a limited number of leadership teams at a time,
because this work only holds up if I'm actually in the
room.

You can find me at theflywheelbook.com, or reach out
directly at steve@theflywheelbook.com.

I'm Steve Burnett, Business Guide. I'd be glad to hear
where your flywheel is stuck.
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to hear.

To the owners I've had the privilege of guiding over the
years: you taught me more than I taught you. This story
exists because of the real rooms we've sat in together.
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To my children; Steven (Joseph), Nadia, and Sam — thank
you for the games I made and the ones I missed. You are
the reason the work has to matter beyond the scoreboard.
I love you guys more than you'll ever know.

And highest gratitude of all, my Lord and Savior Jesus,
who steadies the work when I cannot: every good thing in
these pages traces back to You. May Your name be
glorified.
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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Steve Burnett is a Flywheel Guide who works with owners
of established companies who are tired of being the
bottleneck in their own business.

He helps leadership teams install the simple system that
lets the company grow without requiring the owner to
keep catching every ball. His work focuses on clarity,
alignment, and building a business that can actually run
without the founder standing in the middle of it.

Steve lives in Knoxville, Tennessee. When he's not in a
conference room with a leadership team, he's usually on a
mountain bike trail or in the gym before the sun comes

up.

For more information, visit theflywheelbook.com.
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WHAT HAPPENS NEXT

What happens next is up to you.

If you recognized yourself in Ben — the 2 a.m. calls, the
decisions that only route through you, the growing sense
that the company got bigger without ever getting easier —
then you already know the cost of staying the bottleneck.

The Flywheel is not a book of theory. It is a description of
the work.

What you read here is the shape of it, not a script. The
five circles, the values, the seats, the scoreboard, the
rocks, the Weekly Push, that's the foundation almost
every company I work with starts from. What gets built
after that is never the same twice. [ carry a far larger set
of tools into this work than fits into one story, and which
ones we use depends entirely on what your company and
your team actually need, not on repeating Ben's story
back to you.

If you want help installing it in your company with your
leadership team, the next step is simple.

Go to theflywheelbook.com and request a conversation.

No long application. No high-pressure pitch. Just a direct
conversation about whether this work is the right fit for
where your company is right now.

210



FLYWHEEL

You do not have to keep being the one who catches every
ball.
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SOURCES & NOTES

The Flywheel concept as a compounding effect draws
from Jim Collins' work in Good to Great and Turning the
Flywheel.

The operating system elements in this story — Rocks and
accountability structure — along with the meeting rhythm
and Scoreboard discipline, draw from the work of Gino
Wickman (Traction and the Entrepreneurial Operating
System, or EOS®) and Verne Harnish (Scaling Up and
Mastering the Rockefeller Habits). The "big rocks"
metaphor itself traces back to Stephen Covey.

The emphasis on staying top of mind with existing
customers was influenced by the work of Joe Girard and
the principles in Bob Burg's Endless Referrals and The
Go-Giver, co-authored with John David Mann.

Additional tools and rhythms were refined through the
author's training and work within the Pinnacle Business
Guides network, founded by Greg Cleary.

The observation that owners are often the last people
able to force true alignment on their own teams is drawn
from years of direct work with leadership teams, not from
any single text.

Any wisdom in these pages that proved useful was
borrowed. Any shortcomings remain my own.
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