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Dedication

For Janelle, Gabby, Millie, and Maddux.

I wrote this book about a man who almost missed his whole life, and I

could write him honestly because for years that man was me. I was

home, but I wasn’t really with you. I’d be at the dinner table with my

mind still back at work. You are the ones who felt that: the bedtimes I

rushed, the games I half-watched, the nights I sat right across from

you and barely heard a word.

Gabby, Millie, Maddux, I don’t want you to remember a dad who

was busy. I want you to remember one who showed up, and kept

showing up. I’m still learning how. I’ll be learning how the rest of my

life, because you’re worth every bit of it.

I love each one of you so much.

Janelle, none of this is possible without you. You loved me

through the version of me that was hardest to love, and you stayed

when I gave you every reason to walk away. I know what that cost

you, and I’m not done earning it back. You are the light of my life.

You are the support I need every day, and I know I never say it

enough. You are the greatest thing that has ever happened to me. I

love you.
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For every athlete who built something bigger than a game, and forgot

what made them dangerous in the first place.
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If You Recognize Yourself

This is a story about a man who never existed. You will still

recognize him.

His name is Edward Williams. His company is invented. His

family is invented. Everything he is about to walk through is real. I

lived most of it. I have coached leaders through the rest of it. And if

you are the person I wrote this for, you already know it before you

turn the page.

You played a sport at a level most people only watched. You were

tougher than the guy next to you because you had to be. You earned

everything you have through output, through refusing to be

outworked. And somewhere between the field and the office, you lost

the thing that made you dangerous.

You have rehearsed a conversation with someone on your team for

years, and you still have not had it.

You are the reason your company cannot grow, and some part of

you already knows it.

If any of that lands, read this book. Then keep it where you can

reach it. This is not the kind of book you finish on a flight and forget.

It is the kind you build from, and then come back to, because what

Edward builds takes real time, and longer to remember, and you are

going to want the reminder more than once. I wrote it so a man could

actually build what Edward builds, in his own company, with his own

people, not just nod along and feel understood for an afternoon.

You are not reading Edward’s story.

You are reading yours.

Matt
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PART ONE: THE GAP
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CHAPTER 1: THE MONDAY THAT
BROKE HIM

“Boss. It’s Sal.”

Wind on the phone. The flat roar of a man standing somewhere

with nothing around him to block it.

Edward has the phone against his ear before he knows he reached

for it. The room is black. The clock on the nightstand says 5:21.

“Sal. Where are you?”

“Roof of the bank on Keystone. Been up here since two.” A scuff

of boot on metal. “Number four’s locked up. I can smell the windings

from here. Zero to ground on two legs and the contactor’s welded

shut.”

“Repair or replace.”

“Replace the compressor. Replacing the whole unit’s a

forty-thousand-dollar conversation and a six-week lead time, and

there’s three good years left in this thing if we keep it fed.”

“Number?”

“Ninety-four hundred with the refrigerant and the drier and the

reclaim. Supply house in Fishers has one on the shelf. They open at

seven. I can have it hung by ten and pulling a vacuum by noon.”

The alarm goes off at 5:30 while Sal is still talking. Edward

reaches across and kills it with two fingers without breaking the

sentence.

“Do it. Be at the counter when they open.”

“You sure? That’s a big one for a branch bank.”

“I’m sure. They open at nine and it’s supposed to hit ninety.”

Alison shifts beside him. She doesn’t open her eyes. “What time is

it.”

“Early.”
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She doesn’t say anything else.

There was a year she woke up before him with the coffee already

going, and asked him what was on his plate that day. He can’t

remember the week that stopped. She isn’t angry. She’s a woman

who said a thing out loud more than once to a man who was always

half a job site away, and then stopped spending the words on him.

Her phone is already lit on the nightstand. Rotterdam is six hours

ahead, and something of hers is sitting on a dock.

Edward swings his legs off the bed and sets his feet on the cold

floor. “Sal. How long have you known it’s the compressor?”

Wind. “Since about three.”

“That was two and a half hours ago.”

“Yeah.”

“Then why’d you call me?”

Sal doesn’t answer right away, and when he does he sounds

almost apologetic about it.

“Because it’s ninety-four hundred.”

Edward sits with that in the dark for a second.

“You could’ve called Kevin.”

There’s a pause with wind in it. It runs about three seconds.

“Yeah,” Sal says.

Edward hangs up at 5:38 with the phone still warm in his hand.

•  •  •

He showers. Dresses without turning on the light. Pours coffee into a

travel mug and carries it down the hall.

Jane’s door is shut. A thin blue line of light leaks out along the

carpet. Sixteen, awake already, somewhere inside that phone. He

stops with his hand almost raised. The words are right there. He

doesn’t knock.

The twins’ door is open. Grace is a lump under a blanket with one

arm around a stuffed cat. Francis is sideways across his bed, one sock

on, his baseball glove on the pillow beside his head where another kid
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would keep a stuffed animal. His backpack sits on the chair with the

books in it and the zipper closed. Ten years old and he packs his bag

the way his father loads a truck.

Edward stands in the doorway for three seconds. Then the phone

buzzes in his pocket and he keeps walking.

He’s in the truck by 6:15. The cab is spotless. Nothing on the

mats, mug in the holder, phone in the cradle. The truck is about the

last thing left that he still holds to the old line.

Twenty-two months he’s been rehearsing one conversation with

Kevin Marsh, and he doesn’t rehearse it today. He’s too tired.

•  •  •

The lot at 6:28 is gravel and cold and half dark. Two service trucks

already gone. It smells like diesel and cut pipe and the burnt coffee

somebody left on the warmer over the weekend. The shop door sticks

on the bottom hinge the way it has since March.

Jake Peterson is at his tailgate sorting hangers into a bucket.

Six-two, twenty-three years in the trade, hands like a catcher’s mitt.

“Got a second,” Jake says. It isn’t a question.

“Walk in with me.”

“No. This is a lot conversation.” Jake drops a handful of threaded

rod in the bucket. “Richmond. My tin guys and Ortiz’s plumbers have

been climbing over each other in that fourth-floor corridor for three

weeks. Same ceiling, same elevation. Their overhead’s landing right

where my main has to go.”

“Whose fault?”

“Nobody’s. That’s what I’m telling you. Nobody’s run a

coordination meeting since the drawings came out in January. We’re

building it twice and paying for it twice, and I’ve told our PM about it

twice.”

“What’d he say?”

“He said he’d look at it.” Jake looks at him. “Twice.”

Edward already has his phone out. “I’ll handle it.”
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Jake picks up the bucket and holds it, and for a second he looks

like he’s going to say something long. He doesn’t.

“That’s what I mean,” he says, and walks off toward the yard.

Edward files it where he files Jake. Good hand. Likes to be right in

the morning.

•  •  •

At 6:52 the phone rings and it’s Jake.

“They’re gone.”

“Who’s gone?”

“Ortiz’s guys. All four. Ruben put them in the van eight minutes

ago. Something got said about a hanger.”

By 7:04 Edward has Ruben Ortiz on the phone, twenty-nine years

in business, a man who doesn’t get talked out of things by

superintendents. It costs a promise, a half day of All Star labor to

move sixty feet of duct main that was hung right the first time, and a

tone of voice Edward hasn’t had to use in a while. He talks him back

onto the roof.

“I’m going back up because it’s you,” Ruben says. “Not because

it’s fixed.”

At 7:11 Edward calls the general contractor’s superintendent and

smooths the schedule before it turns into a letter.

At 7:15 Megan Harrell is in his doorway with her laptop open on

her forearm like a waiter’s tray.

“Don’t be mad.”

“Never a great opener.”

“The office tower. Eight hundred and change, due at noon.” She

turns the screen. “We carried the duct insulation twice. It’s in our

sheet metal takeoff and Tri-State carried it in their number too. And

their scope letter excludes the plenum, so nobody’s carrying that at

all.”

“How far off are we?”
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“Sixty-one thousand, wrong direction. If we win it the way it sits,

we build the plenum for free.”

Edward is already writing. “When did you find it?”

“Six-forty.”

“You’ve been here since when.”

“Five.” She says it flat, the way you’d say a zip code. “I’ve got it.

I need two things from you. Tell me which way we go on the plenum

before ten. And somebody’s got to call the client and walk the budget

number back before he reads it off a bid form, and it should be you,

because he’s going to want it to be you.”

“I’ll call him now.”

She looks at him for about half a second longer than she needs to.

“Okay,” she says.

“You’re a machine, Meg.”

“Yeah,” she says, and goes.

He hangs up at 7:22. Two fires out, and it isn’t seven-thirty, and

he hasn’t eaten, and he hasn’t touched one thing on his own list.

•  •  •

The nine o’clock is in the conference room off the shop, where the

table has a chip out of the laminate on the near edge that catches your

sleeve if you lean on it. The box fan in the window runs on low

because the unit over this side of the building can’t keep up. The door

doesn’t latch. Somebody’s phone is face-up on the table buzzing and

nobody picks it up. Somebody else is eating a gas station biscuit out

of a paper sleeve.

Five project managers, plus Kevin down at the end with the

yellow legal pad. Marcus Webb leaning back with one ankle on his

knee. On the whiteboard behind them, in dead blue marker,

somebody wrote Q3 GOALS three months ago, and under it two

bullets.

Improve project delivery.

Grow revenue.
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Eighteen million dollars a year moves through this room.

Edward’s at the head of the table and he doesn’t know one single true

thing about how any of it is going.

“Greenfield,” he says. “Where are we on the change orders.”

Andrea Walsh flips back through her notebook. She fills it out

whether or not anyone reads it. “I think we sent three last week, I’d

have to check the log.”

She keeps flipping. She’s going to find it. Edward can see her

finding it.

“There’s four,” he says. “Two approved, one’s sitting with the

architect, and the fourth is the gas line reroute we never priced.”

Andrea’s hand stops on the page. She looks at it for a second.

Then she closes the notebook and sets her pen on top of it.

Nobody says anything about that.

“Richmond. What’s our labor efficiency?”

Kevin looks at his phone. “I’ll get that to you this afternoon.”

“Westfield. Do we hit margin?”

Marcus rocks forward. “We’re fine.”

“Fine as in you’ve looked, or fine as in it feels fine?”

Marcus grins at him. “It feels great.”

The room laughs, and Marcus takes it as an opening. He tells them

about the walkthrough at Northside on Friday, where the owner’s rep

took the drawings off him and started showing them to the facilities

guy like the whole thing was his own idea. Marcus stood there and let

him do it. You let a man sell it to himself. It’s a four-minute story and

it’s a good one. Laura laughs so hard she has to set her coffee down.

Edward laughs too.

“Curbs on Westfield,” he says, when it settles. “Do I release them

or not?”

Four people look at Kevin. Kevin looks at Edward.

“Release them,” Edward says.

At 9:47 they file out feeling productive because they sat in a room

together for forty-seven minutes. Nothing was measured. Nothing
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was decided. Edward stands there alone in front of the dead blue

marker and can’t remember who wrote it, or the last time anybody in

this building looked at a goal and knew, with a number, whether they

hit it.

Rocky Lee is waiting in the hall with a single sheet of paper.

“Receivables over sixty days are at two hundred and ten

thousand,” Rocky says. “Forty-one of it’s Cardinal Ridge, and they’re

at ninety-three days. I’ve called their accounting four times.”

“That’s my account. I sold it.”

“I know.”

“Give it another thirty. I’ll call Cardinal Ridge myself.”

Rocky folds the sheet once and goes back to his office.

•  •  •

At 11:15 Marcus drops a signed contract on Edward’s desk and

stands there grinning.

“Northside Surgical. Six hundred grand. Signed this morning.”

“That’s a great win.”

It is. Marcus books more work than the next two people put

together and wears it like a jacket he never takes off. He also hands

his sold jobs to the field with the numbers scrawled on the back of a

business card, and he skips the transition meetings. Two weeks ago

he talked over a coordinator in front of the customer until she got up

and left the room. She stayed gone ten minutes.

“Retention on this one’s ten percent through closeout,” Edward

says. “Push it to five at fifty.”

“You want me to go back in?”

“I want you to go back in.”

Marcus shrugs happily and leaves. Edward puts the contract in the

drawer.

On Richmond Place, the job that pulled him out of bed this

morning, Marcus has been sitting on a

hundred-and-forty-thousand-dollar overrun for three months without
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putting it on a single report. Kevin has raised it twice. Megan raised it

once, carefully. Edward has done nothing about any of it.

At 11:31 the phone rings. It’s the project manager for the general

contractor on Richmond.

“Edward, hi. I’m reconciling your billing before we cut this

month’s check and I’ve got a problem.”

“Okay.”

“There’s twenty-eight thousand in your April application for the

chase relocation on four through six. I don’t have a signed change

order for it.”

“Your superintendent stood on four with my foreman in March

and told him to move it. So we moved it. Forty feet of eight-inch, two

weeks of ceiling access, a full weekend of overtime.”

“I believe you.”

“Then pay it.”

“I can’t pay a number my owner hasn’t approved, and my owner

approves signed changes.” She isn’t unkind about it. That’s the part

that gets him. “Send me the change order and I’ll walk it into his

office myself.”

“There isn’t one.”

“Then I don’t have anything to walk in.”

He calls the superintendent, who left Richmond in May and is on a

warehouse in Plainfield now.

“I’m not saying you’re wrong.” A turn signal clicking. “I’m

saying I’m not signing something six months after the fact for

something in March. That’s not on me.”

So he calls the guy who runs operations for the whole general

contractor, who’s been golfing with Edward for nine years. He picks

up in fifteen seconds and is warm the entire call. Edward tries the

relationship. Then he tries the nine years. Then he tries the thing

that’s worked his whole life, being the guy who wants it more.

“I’m gonna be straight with you, because I like you,” he says. “My

hands are tied on this one. What I can do is look at it at closeout.”
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Every contractor alive knows what closeout means.

The last call is to the project manager who ran Richmond back in

March.

“I wrote it up,” he says. “March fourteenth. Sent it to you and

asked whether you wanted it billed time and material or lump sum,

because if we went lump I needed to know how you wanted the

overtime carried.”

Edward opens his email and searches and finds it. March 14. Then

he finds his own reply.

March 23.

“By the time I heard back, the super was already moving to the

other job,” he says. He isn’t defensive and he isn’t accusing anybody.

He’s answering the question. “It kind of got away from me after that.”

Twenty-eight thousand dollars leaves the building at 11:52 on a

Monday morning over one piece of paper.

Last year All Star Mechanical did eighteen million dollars and

cleared a little over a million of it. Twenty-eight thousand is two and

a half percent of everything the company earned in a year, gone in

twenty-one minutes.

He doesn’t tell her any of that. He tells her he’ll get back to her.

He sets the phone face-up on the desk and looks at it.

•  •  •

At 2:15 Kevin knocks on the doorframe with the yellow pad.

“Got a minute?”

“Yeah.”

“Westfield. Dontae cracked his wrist Saturday, he’s out six weeks

minimum.” Kevin sits. He’s already written it out in block capitals. “I

want to move my Northside lead over to cover and backfill him with

the second-year guy.”

Edward thinks about it for maybe eight seconds.

“Don’t move your Northside guy. Northside starts underground in

nine days and he’s the only one who’s been through a hospital
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inspection. Put the other one on Westfield and have Jake cover him

two mornings a week until he’s got his feet.”

Kevin nods slowly. “Yeah. That works.”

He draws a line through the top of the page, through his own

handwriting, and writes Edward’s version underneath it in the same

block capitals. Then he tears the sheet off, folds it once, and puts it in

his shirt pocket.

“Anything else?” Edward says.

“No.”

•  •  •

At 4:10 his phone buzzes. It’s Jake.

Ruben pulling 2 of 4 tmrw. Says they’ll be back Wed. Same

corridor. FYI.

Forty-five minutes this morning bought him nine hours.

At 4:15 he stands up. Grace has club at 4:30 at the rec center

twelve minutes away and he can make it, and his hand is on the truck

keys when the phone rings. It’s the general contractor on Greenfield,

and it isn’t a fire. It’s a courtesy call about a schedule shift that could

have waited until morning.

He means to keep it short. He doesn’t. He’s a man who takes the

call.

He texts Alison from the truck at 4:34. Running twenty minutes

late. Save me a seat.

He runs forty.

The sound hits him before the door is all the way open. Shoes

tearing at a hardwood floor, a whistle, a hundred people yelling the

same syllable at the same time. He comes in through the side of the

gym in his work boots and a polo that smells like coffee and cut pipe.

It’s the second set. The scoreboard bolted to the cinderblock says

nineteen and twenty-two, and he has to watch two points to work out

which number is his daughter’s.
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Alison is on the third row of the pulled-out bleachers between two

other moms. She doesn’t turn around. She doesn’t save him a seat.

Jane is a few feet down the row with one earbud in and her phone

face-down on her knee, actually watching her sister. She’s not gone.

He just hasn’t given her a reason to look up at him in a while. Francis

is on the bottom row turning a baseball against his fingers, seams

under the pads, without looking at it.

Grace is back right in the rotation, hands off her knees, up on her

toes. She’s the smallest kid on that floor by four inches and she’s the

loudest thing in the building. A free ball floats over with two other

girls under it and she calls them both off before it clears the net.

Grace calls everything. Grace calls balls that were never hers. Every

few serves she checks the door. This time he’s in it. Her whole face

opens and she waves at him with both arms, big and unmissable, until

Val says her name and pulls her back into the point.

Her bag is shoved under the bench with a shirt spilling out of it,

WILLIAMS across the back in letters that would fit a grown woman,

and a number Grace has never worn.

She rotates to serve at twenty-four. She bounces the ball twice,

spins it once in her hands, breathes out, and hits it flat and heavy into

the seam. It drops clean between two girls who each thought it was

the other one’s. That’s the second set, and the match.

Edward doesn’t know where she got the routine.

Four feet away, Jane taps her heel twice against the bleacher

without any idea she’s doing it.

He missed the whole first set and most of the second.

After the handshake line the team sits down along the baseline

with their backs against the wall pads, shoulder to shoulder, legs out,

and the coach gives them a few minutes. Her name is Val. She has a

whistle she doesn’t use and a clipboard she never looks at. Edward

checks his watch when she starts.

“Reese. First set, you shanked the first ball you touched and your

platform was all elbows. Next one came harder and you got your feet
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there before the ball did, and you passed it to the setter’s forehead.

Nobody told you to fix that. You fixed it.” She points the clipboard at

her. “This week, fifty passes off the garage door. Feet first, arms

second. Thursday I’m serving at you.”

“Okay, Coach.”

“Emerson. Second set you covered your hitter twice when there

wasn’t a person in this gym looking at you, and you were the only one

moving. Nobody sees that but me, and I see it every time.” She moves

down the line. “One thing this week. You pulled up on the ball by the

bench and let it land, and it was in. Chase one into the bleachers

Thursday and I’ll never say it again.”

“Yes, Coach.”

“Grace.” Grace sits up straighter. “Best serve of your season in the

first set, and you rushed the two before it. You’ve got a routine. Use it

on all three, not just when you’re feeling it. Two bounces and a

breath. That’s it.”

“Two,” Grace says, and none of the air goes out of her.

“Josie.” Down the line. Then the next one.

Edward looks at his watch again when she says the last name. A

few minutes, first name to last.

Nobody walks off that floor unsure where they stand.

He’s standing at the end of the bleachers when Grace comes off

the court.

“That takes you how long?”

Val looks back at the floor, then at him. “A few minutes. Same

few minutes every week.” She pulls the band out of her hair and puts

it back exactly the way it was. “They each get a thing they did today,

named, specific. One thing to work on, one and not three. And a day

it’s due.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

Val looks at him a second, like she’s deciding something, then

flips her clipboard over, tears a strip off the bottom of the stat sheet
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clipped to it, and writes on it fast, the pen digging in. “Here.” She

holds it out before he can ask why. “Guy straightened me out years

back, when I still had my own place and couldn’t get through a

Tuesday without something catching fire. Best money I ever spent.”

She nods at the strip in his hand. “Tuesday, one o’clock, that’s just

when he sees anybody new. You call, he already knows why.” Then,

already moving past him, “I know who you are, by the way. She

looks for you.”

Edward takes the torn strip because it would be strange not to,

folds it once without really looking at it, and has it stuffed in his shirt

pocket and mostly out of his head by the time Grace is buckled into

the truck.

She hooks the ball cart with one hand and drags it toward the

storage door and goes.

Grace runs at the truck with her kneepads shoved down around her

ankles, dragging a club bag almost as long as she is, wearing the shirt

now, hanging past her knees.

“Daddy, did you see my serve?”

“I saw it,” he says. He saw one serve, and it wasn’t the one she

means. “That was a rocket, Grace.”

She beams and climbs in and starts telling Francis the whole story

at a volume the next court could use. Jane gets in, clicks her belt, and

gives him a quiet “hey, Dad” before the earbud goes back in.

Francis reaches through the open window and grabs Edward’s

sleeve. “Can we get Dairy Queen?”

“Not tonight, bud. Let’s get home.”

Francis nods but keeps hold of the sleeve until Edward opens the

door.

They’re almost out of the lot when Francis says, “Dad. Did your

team win it all your senior year?”

Edward finds his son’s eyes in the mirror. “No, bud. We got

close.”

“But you were captain.”



mattfoss.com

20

“Yeah.”

“Did Coach Isaac coach you?”

Edward hasn’t said that name out loud in fifteen years. “How do

you know about Coach Isaac?”

Francis shrugs and looks out the window. “It’s on the school’s

website. There’s a picture.”

Then he goes quiet, the way he does, and Edward drives home

with his hands at ten and two.

•  •  •

By 9:15 the twins are down and Jane’s door is shut with the light on

behind it. The kitchen is spotless. There’s a plate of chicken and rice

in the microwave with a sticky note on the door in Alison’s

handwriting that says Dinner. Upstairs the TV runs a show she started

without him.

He eats standing at the counter. Cold chicken, lukewarm rice. He

rinses the plate, sets it in the dishwasher, and carries himself into the

office.

The dashboard loads. Eighteen million dollars, trailing twelve.

The best year in the history of the company. His insurance broker

takes him to lunch twice a year and tells him he’s crushing it.

Under the revenue line is net margin, six percent. For this trade

that’s fine. Decent, even. The number that’s got him is underneath it,

where the cash actually lives. On eighteen million dollars of work the

company cleared a little over a million, and two hundred and ten

thousand of that is sitting in receivables he can’t get people to pay,

money already earned and already spent, standing out in other men’s

parking lots doing nothing.

Under that is the number nobody sees but him. The credit line is

drawn to six hundred thousand. Alison doesn’t know that. It’s the

only real thing he’s ever kept from her, and he tells himself it isn’t

keeping if she doesn’t ask.
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He takes a beer out of the mini fridge under the desk. The one she

doesn’t know about, or knows about and has decided not to mention.

He pulls the electric bill off the stack by the printer, turns it over,

and clicks a pen.

5:21. Sal. Replace the compressor or repair it.

6:52. Jake. Who eats the half day when the plumbers walk.

7:04. Ruben. What it costs to get four men back on a roof.

7:15. Megan. The plenum, and who makes the call.

9:14. The Greenfield change orders, which Andrea had under her

thumb.

9:31. Release the curbs on Westfield.

9:52. Cardinal Ridge. Thirty more days or collections.

11:22. Retention on Northside.

11:31. Fight the twenty-eight thousand or eat it.

2:15. Who covers Westfield.

4:15. Take the call or don’t.

Eleven.

He hasn’t gotten to the afternoon voicemails. He hasn’t gotten to

the two texts from Marcus, or the thing Laura asked him in the

hallway. He sets the pen down, because he doesn’t want the number.

Eleven, on a Monday nobody would remember. Call it

twenty-eight in a week.

Not one of them was his job. Every one of them he could’ve

answered in his sleep.

He’s the reason this company got as big as it is. He’s the reason it

stopped.

Jake told him at 6:30 in the gravel exactly what was going to

happen, and it happened at 6:52, and Edward spent forty-five minutes

fixing the thing Jake told him not to let start. It starts again tomorrow

at seven. Andrea had the answer under her thumb. The PM on

Richmond wrote the change order on March fourteenth and then

waited nine days on a man who was busy talking a plumber back onto

a roof. His people aren’t weak. He never built anything that would let
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them be strong without him.

Val sat ten girls down on a baseline for two minutes, and every kid

on that team walked out of that gym knowing exactly where they

stood and exactly what’s due Thursday. She has a day job. She has

four kids of her own. She can drive out of that lot and the team keeps

playing.

He has seventy-five people and eighteen million dollars, and a

service tech stood on a roof for two and a half hours in the dark

because he couldn’t think of one other person in the building to call.

He has a word for it he’s never said out loud. Not to Alison. Not to

himself.

Trapped.

This is the morning he starts to understand that he’s the reason it

will never be worth more.

•  •  •

He finishes the beer.

He thinks about the kid who walked on at eighteen, forty pounds

light for the depth chart, with nothing going for him but a willingness

to get hit and get back up and line up again. Two years on the practice

squad getting killed by the ones. Number thirty-seven his junior year,

special teams, then strong safety. By his second year the older guys

had a name for him. Steady Eddie. Not because he was fast, and not

because he was the most talented man on that field, because he never

was. Because he lined up the same way every single rep, hit the same

gap, took the same angle, and never once blew his assignment.

Every Monday there was a sheet on the wall outside the equipment

room with every man’s name on it and every rep graded, plus or

minus, and anybody walking past could read exactly how good you’d

been on Saturday.

Nobody in his building has a number next to their name. Including

him.
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He sets the empty bottle in the trash under the desk slowly, turning

it so the glass doesn’t clink.

On the credenza there’s a photo he hasn’t looked at in months.

Grace at four, up on his shoulders at a tailgate, both of them

mid-laugh. Upstairs, Francis coughs once and settles. The furnace

kicks on. Out in the yard the neighbor’s dog barks twice and quits,

and the old dog by the back door lifts his head, decides it’s nothing,

and lies back down.

His hand is on the light switch when his eye catches the corner of

the laptop.

There’s a yellow sticky note stuck to it in Alison’s handwriting.

Cig. Tuesday 1pm. Under the name, a phone number.

He doesn’t remember handing it over, doesn’t remember

mentioning it at all, but somewhere between the truck and the twins’

bath she must have found the torn strip of paper and copied it over

before it could get lost in a wash cycle, because that’s what she does

with things he drops. He hasn’t asked her what it is. He doesn’t know

if Cig is a doctor, a lawyer, or a marriage counselor. He hasn’t peeled

it off, and she hasn’t brought it up.

That yellow square is the whole marriage.

He turns off the light. Behind him the yellow square stays stuck to

the laptop, right where she put it.
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CHAPTER 2: THE STANDARD HE
FORGOT

Three days after the Monday that broke him, Edward takes Francis to

the cages.

It’s not planned. It’s Thursday, a job walkthrough canceled, and

instead of driving back to the shop to invent work, Edward hears

himself say the thing he almost never says. “Grab your bat, bud. Let’s

go hit.”

Francis is ready before Edward finds his keys.

The place is a metal building off Ninety-Sixth Street with eight

tunnels and the smell of rubber and dust and old rope. On a Thursday

afternoon it’s nearly empty. Edward feeds quarters into the machine

and stands behind the net, and Francis steps in.

And Edward stops feeding quarters, because he’s never really

watched.

Francis doesn’t just hit. He has a routine. He taps the outside

corner of the plate with the bat, twice, the same two taps. He sets his

back foot, then his front, then checks his hands. He takes one breath.

Then he is still.

Everything about a ten-year-old is usually in motion, and this one

has gone quiet and level, and the machine fires and he drives the ball

up the middle on a line.

He resets. Two taps. Back foot. Front foot. Hands. Breath. Still.

Line drive.

He does it forty times without a single word, without looking at

his father, without a flicker of wanting to be watched. He is not

performing. He is working. Between rounds he doesn’t celebrate the

good ones or sulk the bad ones. He notes them. On the fourth miss he

stops, steps out, and says, mostly to himself, “I’m dropping my
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hands.” He steps back in and fixes it.

Nobody taught him to talk to himself like that. Nobody makes him

take the fifty swings he takes every day in the garage, or the fifty

push-ups, or line the balls up on the floor in a row before he starts. He

does it because somewhere in him is a standard he holds when no one

is looking, and the holding of it is the thing he loves.

Edward watches his son and can’t breathe right, because he’s

watching himself at ten, and he can’t remember the last time he was

that man.

•  •  •

He was that man for a long time. Long enough that he thought it was

just who he was, the way you think your own face is just your face.

He walked on at eighteen at a small university up in northern

Indiana that nobody outside the state had any real reason to know.

Forty pounds light for the depth chart, no scholarship, no highlight

tape anyone had watched, just a body that would get up.

He wore number 15 the first two years, and 15 was already a

starter’s number, the coaching staff’s polite way of telling him he’d

never see the field. He was a body for the scout team. His job was to

run the other team’s plays against the starting defense on Tuesday and

get taken apart, so that the men who mattered would be ready on

Saturday.

He decided, privately, that he’d be the best scout-team strong

safety in the country. It was an absurd thing to decide. Nobody keeps

that stat. Nobody hands out that trophy. He decided it anyway,

because deciding it gave the beatings a point.

His position coach was a compact man named Isaac who never

once raised his voice, because he never had to. Coach Isaac could

stand at the back of a film room and say a player’s number in a flat,

quiet tone, and the player would feel it in his stomach. He graded

every rep of every practice on a sheet nobody but the players ever

saw.
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Plus for a rep done to the standard. Minus for a rep that was not.

The number next to your name on Monday was not an opinion. It was

a fact you had made, one rep at a time, whether or not anyone was

watching.

Edward lived for that sheet. For the first time since Pop Warner,

someone was watching, someone was keeping an honest score, and

someone would tell him the exact truth about himself whether he

wanted it or not. He found out he was starving for it.

There was a Tuesday his second year. A pursuit drill. Edward

broke on the ball and took his angle and made the tackle, clean, the

kind of rep that gets a nod from most coaches. Coach Isaac blew the

whistle and walked out onto the grass and stood next to him and

pointed at the divot Edward’s cleat had left.

“Two degrees,” Isaac said. “Your angle was two degrees flat. You

caught him today because you’re faster than that back. Saturday you

won’t be. Two degrees is a touchdown.”

They ran it again. Edward took the angle two degrees tighter. Isaac

shook his head. They ran it again. And again. Seventeen times,

Edward counted later, lying in bed. They ran a rep Edward had

already made until the angle was not almost right but right, and then

Isaac made him run it one more time, so that the right one was the last

one his body would remember.

Edward hated him for it that afternoon. He would spend the next

twenty-five years trying to be him.

They gave him number 37 his junior year, and by then the name

had already stuck to him. Steady Eddie. The one his own son would

find on a school website twenty-five years later. He earned the

scholarship the same season, not with a highlight but with a grade

sheet full of pluses that a coordinator finally noticed.

His senior year they made him captain, and they made him captain

for a reason that would take him two more decades to understand. It

was not because he was their best player. It was because every other

player on that defense held himself to a higher standard when Edward
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was on the field, and nobody had told them to.

On graduation day, Coach Isaac found him in the emptying locker

room and pressed something small into his hand and closed his

fingers over it. It was the man’s own whistle, chipped, on a frayed

cord, the one Edward had heard ten thousand times.

A coach’s whole job, Isaac said, is to build a team good enough

that they stop needing him on the field. Do it right, and one day you

take the whistle off and hand it to somebody who was a walk-on

when you found him.

That, Isaac said, is the only trophy that ever meant anything to

him. Not the wins. The whistle changing hands.

Edward said thank you and didn’t understand a word of it, and he

put the whistle in a drawer, where it would wait twenty-five years for

him to be ready for it.

He played strong safety. In the box on the run, downhill, the one

who covered the gap nobody else had, whose whole job was to be

there when a play broke so no teammate got hurt on one he could

have covered. Everybody home. He didn’t have a word for it then. It

was just the job.

•  •  •

Then the season ended, and nobody handed him a plan for what came

next.

He’s not going to tell Francis this part, because it embarrasses him

still. For fifteen years his life had been built on a structure so

complete he never had to think about it. Someone always watched.

Something always came next. Another practice, another film session,

another Monday with a grade sheet.

Then all of it was gone in a single November afternoon, and for

the first time in his life there was no standard on any wall, no coach

with the film queued up, no plus or minus next to his name.

He drifted. Not dramatically. He still went to class, still passed,

still technically fine. He just got smaller. Slept later. Skipped the
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workouts nobody was counting. Gained fifteen pounds off a body he

used to sharpen like a tool.

The guilt was there, but the guilt had no teeth, because there was

no one to be guilty to. The standard had always been held by someone

else. When the someone else went away, so did the standard, and

Edward found out something about himself he didn’t like. He had

never actually owned it. He had only ever answered to it.

Jonathan Smith pulled him out, mostly by accident.

Jonathan owned a mechanical contracting company. Thirty

people, twelve million dollars, HVAC and plumbing, install and

service, run out of a metal building on the south side with his name

over the door. Smith Mechanical.

He was fifty-six, forearms like a man who had spent his first

twenty years twisting pipe and pulling wire. He was a friend of

Edward’s father from Rotary, which in the Midwest is how half of all

careers begin.

Jonathan offered him a job coordinating projects. Entry level.

Edward almost said no. He had a vague plan involving a business

degree, the kind of plan you describe to relatives at Thanksgiving to

sound like a man who knows where he’s going.

What snagged him was not the money or the trade. It was one

sentence.

“First day’s Monday,” Jonathan said. “Be here at six-thirty. Bring

a notebook and a pen that works.”

Monday. Six-thirty. Notebook.

Edward showed up at six-fifteen with a notebook full of questions

he had written the night before and a backup pen in his pocket. He

treated the first day like the first day of camp. Early, prepared, ready

to get hit. And something in his chest that had been dead for three

months sat up.

Within two weeks he was doing the work of men with ten more

years than him, not because he was smarter, but because he prepared.

He read the plans before the meeting. He walked the site before
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anyone asked. He wrote everything down and followed up on all of it.

They were football habits. Preparation. Film. Know your assignment

before you line up.

Jonathan saw the fire. Estimating within a year. Running jobs

within three. A partnership offer at twenty-eight. By thirty-one,

Edward bought him out completely, took Smith Mechanical, and

made it All Star, and the competitor was back, and it felt like being

alive again.

•  •  •

Here’s the part Edward has never said out loud, the part he’s only

now, in a batting cage on a Thursday, close enough to see.

In football his identity was simple. I am a competitor who earns

everything. A competitor is always being coached, always measured,

always getting better. Somewhere in the climb it changed into

something else without his ever noticing the day, into I am the guy

who gets it done, and the guy who gets it done is always doing.

Solving, fixing, carrying. His value stopped coming from getting

better and started coming from output, and nobody ever told him the

one thing Coach Isaac would have told him flat from the back of a

room.

Output has a ceiling. Growth does not.

He built All Star on output. His own. Eighty-hour weeks, a phone

that never stopped, a willingness to run through any wall the company

put in front of him. And it worked, for years, because he was strong

and momentum is real. The company climbed from twelve million to

eighteen, and everyone told him he was winning, and he half believed

them.

But somewhere around the climb, the source of the fire changed.

He stopped being coachable, not on purpose, but because there was

no one left to coach him. No position coach running his film on a

Sunday night. No coordinator asking a hard question about his

preparation.
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He had surrounded himself with people who needed him instead

of people who would tell him the truth. And a man surrounded by

people who need him will mistake being needed for being good.

Discipline became reaction. He used to choose his mornings. Now

his mornings chose him.

And the standard, the thing that had made him captain of a defense

full of more talented men, just went away, because the standard had

always lived outside him. On a wall. On a grade sheet. In the flat

voice of a man at the back of a room. Edward had never once had to

be the one who held it.

He built a company that needed him to be the coach, and he’d

never learned how to be one for anything that wasn’t a game.

•  •  •

The machine has stopped. Edward hasn’t fed it a quarter in ten

minutes.

Francis steps out of the cage, bat on his shoulder, and looks at his

dad with the mild concern of a kid who has caught a grown-up

somewhere far away.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, bud.” Edward’s voice does something he doesn’t plan. He

clears it. “That was a good round. You fixed your hands yourself.”

Francis shrugs, the way he does when a thing is obvious. “You

have to know what you did wrong or you just do it again.”

Edward looks at his ten-year-old son and feels the sentence land

somewhere in his rib cage, in the same spot his father’s proud-of-you

used to land, and stay.

You have to know what you did wrong or you just do it again.

He’s run a company for fourteen years on a room full of people

who can’t tell him what they did wrong, because nobody’s ever told

them. Because the only man allowed to keep score has been too busy

putting out fires to keep any.
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On the drive home Francis falls asleep against the window inside a

mile, bat across his lap, the way a kid crashes after he’s emptied the

tank. Edward drives with both hands on the wheel and the radio off.

He passes the exit for the shop and doesn’t take it.

Somewhere behind him, twenty-five years back, a compact man in

a flat voice is standing at the back of a film room saying his number,

and Edward would give a great deal to be graded again by someone

who would tell him the truth. He’s forty-five years old and he can’t

remember the last time anyone coached him.

The yellow note is still stuck to the corner of his laptop at home.

Cig. Tuesday 1pm. He has five more days of pretending he does not

know what it is.

He is not sure he has five more days in him.
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CHAPTER 3: THE COST, AND THE
CALL

The number that finally does it isn’t a big one.

It is a Tuesday, five days after the cages, and Rocky Lee is

standing in Edward’s doorway with a face Edward has learned to

read. Rocky runs the money. He is quiet, precise, a man who says a

hard thing in the fewest possible words because he respects you too

much to pad it.

“Devon gave notice,” Rocky says.

Devon. Twenty-six, three years out of a two-year program, one of

the best young service techs Edward has. The kind of hire you build a

department around. The kind you can’t buy back once he’s gone.

“To who?”

“Circle City. More money, and he can be home for dinner.” Rocky

lets that sit for exactly one second, because he knows Edward will

feel the second half harder than the first. “That’s the fourth this year,

Edward. On the service side we’re turning over almost a third of the

techs. Every one of them costs us the hire, the training, and a

customer who now has a stranger in their basement.”

Edward already knows the rest of the ledger. He’s been carrying it

around like a stone since the Monday that broke him, and here it is

again, laid out in Rocky’s flat honest voice.

A hundred and forty thousand dollars gone on the Richmond Place

job, a hole Marcus sat on for three months so it wouldn’t touch his

number. Two hundred and ten thousand dollars in receivables past

sixty days, money All Star has already spent and can’t get people to

pay. The man who could chase it is Edward, and Edward is putting

out fires.
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Almost a third of the field walking out the door every year. Two

project coordinators gone in eighteen months, both of them under

Marcus, both of them quietly, both of them the kind of quiet that

means nobody asked them why on the way out.

Eighteen million dollars, the best year in the history of the

company, and it clears six percent. A little over a million dollars of

profit sitting on top of a machine that’s bleeding out of four holes at

once. And the machine can’t be fixed by the only mechanic it has,

because the only mechanic it has is also the machine.

“I’ll talk to Devon,” Edward says.

Rocky nods, but he doesn’t move, and Edward understands that

Rocky isn’t here about Devon. Rocky’s here because he’s one of the

few people in the building who can see the whole picture, and he’s

decided, in his careful way, to say the thing.

“You can talk to Devon,” Rocky says. “He’s a good kid, he’ll take

your call. But he’s not leaving because of the money. He’s leaving

because he can’t see a future here that isn’t just working harder for a

guy who works hardest of all.” He pauses. “I’ve been doing your

books for nine years, Edward. You don’t have a revenue problem.

You’ve never had a revenue problem.” He taps the doorframe once,

gently, and leaves the last part in the room. “You have a you

problem.”

•  •  •

That night he’s home by seven. Early enough to feel like an

accomplishment and late enough to know that’s a low bar.

Jane is at the kitchen island doing homework, a math book open,

one earbud in, the other dangling. Alison is upstairs. The twins are in

the basement. Edward stands at the counter eating a plate of chicken

he didn’t have to reheat, because for once he’s home while it’s still

warm. And he makes the mistake of asking a question he doesn’t

think about first.

“How’s the team looking?”
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Jane plays volleyball. She’s good, better than she lets on, the kind

of player who makes the players around her better without needing

the credit. She doesn’t look up from the math. “Good. Except Maddie

won’t call the ball. Like ever. So we run into each other or it drops

between us, and Coach keeps telling her, and she just doesn’t.”

“That’s a standard thing,” Edward says, because he can’t help

himself, because somewhere the coach in him is always awake even

when the father is asleep. “If the coach lets her keep not calling it,

she’s teaching the whole team the ball can drop. You can’t have a

standard that only some people have to meet. You have to say

something.”

Jane looks up then. Not annoyed. Just clear, in the level way she’s

had since she was small, the one that always catches him off guard

because it’s his own way looking back at him.

“Did you say something?”

“To who?”

“To Maddie’s mom. She, like, works in your office now. Mom

said.”

“That’s different, Janie.”

“Why?”

And Edward opens his mouth to explain why it’s different, and

nothing comes out, because it isn’t different. It’s the exact same thing.

There’s a person he works alongside who isn’t meeting the

standard, and everybody around her can see it, and the person whose

job it is to say something has decided it’s easier to run into each other

and let the ball drop between them than to have one honest

conversation.

Maddie’s mother works down the hall from him now, and the

standard he just laid out for his daughter is the same one he’s let slide

in his own building for years.

He has a daughter who’s sixteen years old and she just described

his entire company to him in the time it took to not look up from a

math problem.
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“You’re right,” he says. It comes out quiet.

Jane shrugs, already back in the earbud, already back in the math,

not knowing she’s done anything at all. “You always say the standard

doesn’t change because someone’s close to you.”

He does say that. He’s said it to her a hundred times, at kitchen

tables and in the truck and on the drives home from tournaments.

Hold the line even when you love the person, especially when you

love the person, because letting them off it is not love, it is just

cowardice wearing love’s jacket.

He has said it to his daughter a hundred times. He has never once

said it to himself.

•  •  •

Alison’s sitting up in bed with a book she isn’t reading when he

comes up.

He knows she isn’t reading it because the light has been on the

same page for the ten minutes he stood in the twins’ doorway not

going in. She sets it down when he sits on the edge of the bed, and she

does the thing he’s been most afraid of for a year. She does not fight.

A fight he would know what to do with. A fight has a shape, a set

of downs, a clock. This is not that.

“I need to say something,” Alison says, “and I need you to not fix

it. Can you do that? Just this once. Don’t solve it. Just hear it.”

Edward nods. His mouth is dry.

She is quiet for a second, choosing the words the way she chooses

everything, carefully. When she was young she could throw a

baseball harder than any boy on the street, but this she doesn’t get out

clean. Her voice isn’t quite level when she looks right at him, the way

she hasn’t looked right at him in longer than he wants to count.

“I am not going anywhere,” she says. “I want you to hear that first,

because I know how your brain works, and I know you are already

halfway to the worst version of this. I am not leaving. I did not marry

you for a version of you that was around all the time. I married a
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competitor. I love that man. I have loved him for twenty years.”

She takes a breath.

“But I am so tired, Edward. I am tired of being married to a man

who is in the house and not in the marriage. I am tired of the porch

light being the only thing that waits up for you. I am tired of watching

you win at a thing that is taking you from us one Tuesday at a time. I

don’t want a bigger house or an easier life. I just don’t want to feel

alone in my own marriage anymore.”

She picks the book back up. She does not cry, and she does not

make him answer, because she did not say it to win. She said it

because it was true and because Say It Straight is not a value he

invented at a company. It is a thing he married.

Edward sits on the edge of the bed in the dark for a long time.

He has heard the truth three times in one day, from the man who

keeps his books, the woman who has kept his life, and a

sixteen-year-old over a math book. Rocky said you have a you

problem. Alison said I don’t want to feel alone. His daughter said did

you say something.

He thinks, sitting there in the dark, of a thing Alison used to talk

about years ago, before the company got big enough to eat every hour

they had.

She wanted to build something of her own, past the work she

already did well, something with her name on it and no one else’s. A

program for the kids in sports whose families couldn’t cover the club

fees and the travel and the gear, the ones with the fire and no field to

put it on.

She sketched it out once on the back of a church bulletin and never

brought it up again, because there was never any room, because he

took all the room. He had forgotten it entirely. He can tell, from

something underneath the way she said what she said tonight, that she

never did.

The standard he holds everyone else to is one he’s never once held

himself to. And it is costing him the only things he cannot rebuild.
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•  •  •

He doesn’t go straight down to the office. He can’t sleep, and lying

still next to her is its own kind of failing. So he gets up without

waking her, goes into the closet, and pulls the door most of the way

shut.

It’s the one perfectly ordered room in the house. His shirts spaced

even on their hangers, his shoes in their rows, the car keys on the

hook, the one place he’s never once let slide.

He stands in the dark of it for a second, and then he is not

standing, he is down, on the floor with his back against the drawers.

And for the first time since he was a boy, Edward puts his face in his

hands and comes apart.

He does not make a sound, because Alison is thirty feet away and

the twins are down the hall. He has spent his entire life being the one

who does not come apart, the one nobody ever has to worry about.

His shoulders go, and he presses the heels of both hands hard

against his eyes, the shirts hanging in their even row a foot above his

head. And there is no one on earth he has ever let see this, not one

person in forty-five years.

Then it passes, the way it always passes for men built like him. He

wipes his face with the heel of his hand, breathes, and gets up,

because getting up is the only move he’s ever owned. He straightens a

shirt that didn’t need straightening. He opens the door.

He has hit the bottom of something. And a man who has hit the

bottom of something will finally, sometimes, do the thing he was too

proud to do on his feet.

•  •  •

He goes down to the office at eleven o’clock.

He does not open the laptop to the dashboard. He does not open a

beer. He reaches up to the corner of the screen and peels the yellow

note off the plastic and holds it in his hand.
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Cig. Tuesday 1pm.

He still doesn’t know what it is. A doctor. A lawyer. A marriage

counselor Alison found and couldn’t bring herself to ask him to see.

So she wrote it on a note and stuck it where he couldn’t miss it and

waited, the way she waits for everything, with a patience he’s never

deserved.

There is a phone number under the name in Alison’s handwriting.

It is 11:04 at night. No sane person answers a strange number at 11:04

at night.

Edward has spent twelve days, and honestly two years, rehearsing

conversations he never has. He has one more in him. He is out of the

other kind of time. He dials before the part of him that manages his

fear can get its cleats on.

It rings twice.

A man picks up. Not groggy. Not annoyed. A voice like a hand on

your shoulder pad, low and awake and entirely unsurprised to be

getting a call from a stranger four minutes after eleven.

“This is Cig.”

Edward opens his mouth. For the second time today, the thing he

means to say doesn’t come, and what comes instead is the truest

sentence he’s said out loud in years.

“I don’t know who you are,” Edward says. “My wife wrote your

name on a sticky note. But I think I’m the reason my whole company

can’t grow, and I think it’s costing me my family, and I have run out

of ways to outwork it.”

There is a pause on the line. Not a hesitation. The pause of a man

who has heard this exact sentence before, from men exactly like

Edward, and knows precisely what it costs to say it.

“Okay,” Cig says. And then, warm and flat and certain, the first

honest coaching Edward has gotten in fifteen years: “First thing you

should know. That’s the hardest sentence you’ll ever have to say, and

you just said it to a stranger at eleven o’clock at night.” A beat.

“Tuesday. One o’clock. I’ll have coffee on. Come find out who I am.”
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The line goes quiet.

Edward sits in the dark of his own office with a yellow sticky note

in one hand and his phone in the other. For the first time since the

Monday that broke him, the thing in his chest is not the ache.

It is the smallest, most dangerous thing a man in his position can

feel.

It is hope.
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PART TWO: THE SYSTEM
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CHAPTER 4: THE COACH

Cig’s office is on the second floor of a converted warehouse near

downtown, up an outside metal staircase, and Edward almost drives

past it twice because there’s no sign.

He’s spent the drive over building a picture of the man, the way he

builds every conversation before he has it. He expects a consultant.

Nice suit, firm handshake, a folder with his logo on it and a slide deck

warmed up. He expects to be sold something, and he has his defenses

up the way he keeps them up for every salesman. Most of the way.

He gets none of it.

The room at the top of the stairs is a conference table, a

whiteboard, two chairs, and a window that looks out on a parking lot

where, Edward will learn, a taco truck sets up on Fridays. No

motivational posters. No framed testimonials. No wall of logos from

companies the man has saved. There’s a coffee maker on a filing

cabinet and it’s, as promised, on.

The man himself isn’t what Edward built either. Cig is somewhere

past fifty and built like he could still catch nine innings. Six foot two,

shoulders that fill the doorway, the kind of man you wouldn’t want

across a line of scrimmage.

Then he crosses the room and shakes Edward’s hand with both of

his and pulls him in half a step. It’s not a sales grip but the grip of a

man genuinely glad you came, and something in Edward’s chest

that’s been clenched for two years loosens a quarter turn without his

permission.

“Sit down,” Cig says. “Coffee’s real. I don’t do the fancy stuff.”

He pours two cups, black, and sets one in front of Edward, and he sits,

and he doesn’t open a folder because there’s no folder.

He doesn’t ask about the company.

“So,” Cig says. “What’s it costing you at home?”
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Edward has an answer ready for what’s your revenue and an

answer ready for what’s the problem and an answer ready for a dozen

questions a consultant would open with. He doesn’t have one ready

for this. The question goes in under the pads.

“My wife wrote your name on a sticky note,” Edward says, buying

a second, “and stuck it to my laptop. She couldn’t ask me to come.

She just wrote it down and waited.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

Edward looks at the coffee. He’s forty-five years old and he hasn’t

said the next thing to anyone. He’s about to say it to a man he met

ninety seconds ago, and he understands dimly that this is the whole

reason Alison found this man.

“It’s costing me the thing I built the company for,” he says. “I

have three kids who reach for my hand and a wife who stopped

waiting up. I coach ten-year-olds better than I run seventy-five adults.

I missed my daughter’s whole game last week because a general

contractor wanted to tell me something that could have waited until

morning, and I took the call, because I always take the call.” He turns

the cup on the table. “It’s costing me everything that isn’t the

company. And the company isn’t even that good. It’s just big.”

Cig nods slowly, and he does not rush to fill the silence, and he

does not say I’m sorry, and he does not say we can fix that. He lets it

sit in the room until Edward can feel the size of it.

“Okay,” Cig says finally. “Now I know why you’re here. Let me

tell you who you’re talking to, because you spent the drive over

deciding I was a guy in a suit, and you should know why I’m not.”

•  •  •

“I played,” Cig says. “Catcher. Long time ago, a school in Texas

you’d know the name of. Catchers are a specific animal. You’re the

only guy on the field looking the opposite direction from everybody

else. You call the pitch, you set the defense, you see the whole game,

and you take the foul tips off your body all day and get up. Nobody
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claps for a catcher. You do it because the game runs through you and

you like it that way.”

He drinks his coffee.

“I got out, went into corporate America. Big company, then a

bigger one. Learned the whole language. Synergy. KPIs. Org charts.

Cascading objectives. I could talk it fluently, and I climbed, and I

hated every minute, because none of it meant anything. Forty smart

people would agree on a thing in a meeting, walk out, and do forty

different things, and nobody kept score and nobody told the truth,

because the truth wasn’t in the language. The language was built to

sound like progress and cost nobody anything.”

Edward feels that one land. Rehearsing feels like progress and

costs you nothing.

“So I left and I built my own thing. Security and IT. And here’s

the part that matters for you.” Cig leans forward, forearms on the

table. “I built it on everything I’d learned in corporate. All the jargon.

I put KPIs on the wall. I made org charts. I ran the meetings the way

the big company ran them. And my people, who were good people, a

lot of them competitors like you and me, they nodded and glazed

over, and it did not move a single one of them. The words were dead.

I was trying to run a locker room in a language nobody in a locker

room has ever spoken.”

He sits back.

“One day I threw it all out. Every corporate word. And I rebuilt

the entire thing in the only language I’d ever seen actually make a

group of people run through a wall together. I stopped calling it a KPI

and called it a stat, because a competitor doesn’t feel a KPI but he

will die over a stat. I stopped drawing org charts and built a roster. I

stopped setting objectives and started calling plays. Same ideas,

mostly. Completely different result, because now the words meant

something to the animal I was talking to.” He spreads his hands.

Edward is already running the same translation in his head: KPI to

stat, org chart to roster. It should sound like a trick. It doesn’t. “We
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grew it, we sold it, I did fine. And I figured out the thing I actually do,

which is this. I build performance systems for former athletes who

run companies. That’s who I work with, mostly, and here is why,

because it matters.”

“Why not?”

“Because you already have the muscle.” Cig says it plainly, no

flattery in it. “I’m not telling you this only works on athletes. It works

on anybody willing to actually do it. I’m telling you an athlete already

knows how to be coached, already knows how to hold a standard and

put in reps nobody sees and get told the truth and come back sharper,

and learned every bit of it before he was twenty, in a language I can

still speak to him. So with you I don’t have to build the muscle. I just

have to remind you it’s there, and hand you the tools to use it on a

company instead of a body. That’s the only reason I mostly stopped

working with everybody else. Not because they can’t. Because you’re

the one I don’t have to convince.”

•  •  •

Then Cig does the thing that Edward will still be thinking about at

midnight.

He doesn’t offer a solution. He asks a question.

“When you played,” Cig says, “on any given Tuesday, did you

know if you were winning?”

Edward almost laughs. “Down to the rep. We had a grade sheet.

Coach Isaac graded every rep. Plus or minus. I knew Monday

morning exactly where I stood.”

“So you had a scoreboard.”

“I guess. Yeah.”

“Did somebody tell you the truth about yourself, whether you

wanted to hear it or not?”

Edward thinks of a compact man in a flat voice pointing at a divot

in the grass. Two degrees. “Every single day.”
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“So you had a coach. Real one. Not a cheerleader.” Cig’s writing

now, on the whiteboard, four short phrases in block letters, and

Edward isn’t really watching the words yet because the questions are

doing something to him. “Was there a standard everybody on that

defense knew, whether or not you liked the guy next to you?”

“There was a standard nobody had to be reminded of. You just

held it, or you didn’t play.”

“Last one.” Cig sets the marker down and turns around. “The

Saturday you got hurt. You did get hurt, everybody does. When you

were on the sideline in a boot and the defense went out there without

you. Did it stop?”

Edward is quiet.

“Did the whole thing fall apart because the safety was out?”

“No,” Edward says. “The backup went in. We had a depth chart.

Next man knew the calls.” He hears himself say it and feels the floor

tilt. “It kept running without me.”

“It kept running without you,” Cig says, and he lets that one sit

longest of all.

He taps the whiteboard, where he’s written four short phrases

down the side, and now, next to each, he writes a single word in block

letters.

Who you are. EDGE.

What you demand. STANDARD.

The machine that runs it. STRUCTURE.

Who you’re building. LEGACY.

“Four pillars,” Cig says. “That’s the whole system, and I’m going

to tell you the one thing everybody who fails at this gets wrong. They

do it out of order. Everybody wants to start down here with the

structure, the org chart and the software, because it feels like progress

and it lets you keep not looking at yourself. It never holds. These go

in one order, top to bottom, and you cannot skip a rung.” He taps the

top. “Edge. You get your own edge back first. You. Alone. Before

you ask a single person on your team to hold a standard, you had
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better be holding it yourself, every single day, or they will smell the

hypocrisy inside a week and quietly decide the standard is for

suckers.” Edward’s ears go hot. He’s already counting the times this

year he said one thing and did another. “Then, and only then, the

standard for the team. Then the structure that makes the standard run

without you standing on top of it. And if you do all three, the last one

takes care of itself. Legacy. The player becomes the coach and walks

off the field and the thing keeps winning without him. But it is this

order, Edward. Skip your own edge and every rung below it comes

down.”

“Here’s what nobody’s ever told you, so I’m going to be the guy

who does.” Cig sits back down and looks at him level, and there’s

nothing soft in it now, and nothing cruel either. Just true. “You are

not a broken businessman, Edward. You never were. You already ran

a championship operating system. You ran it for years. A standard. A

scoreboard. A coach who told you the truth. A roster deep enough

that the thing kept going when you went down. You had all four, and

you won with them, and you loved it.”

He leans in.

“And then you left the field and started a company and forgot

every bit of it. You went out there and tried to win a team sport by

being the best individual player on the roster. Eighty hours a week of

being the best safety in the league on a night when what the team

needed was a coach. You’ve been the reason it works and the reason

it can’t grow, and both of those are the same sentence, and you

already knew that or you wouldn’t have called a stranger at eleven

o’clock at night.”

Edward’s throat is tight. “So you fix it.”

“No.” Cig says it fast and flat, and it’s the truest word he says all

afternoon. “I don’t fix it. I can’t, and I wouldn’t if I could, because

anything I fix breaks the day I stop coming. You’ve already got a

company that falls apart when one man leaves the building. I’m not

going to make myself the second one.” He points the marker at
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Edward’s chest. “I’m going to build the guy who can. That’s you.

You’re going to build the standard, and the scoreboard, and the roster,

and you’re going to have every hard conversation yourself, and I’m

going to sit right here and tell you the truth about your reps the way a

man named Isaac used to. I don’t take the field. Coaches don’t take

the field. That’s the whole point of a coach.”

He stands. The meeting is ending, forty minutes after it started,

and Edward realizes Cig has not sold him anything and has not named

a program.

“You’re wondering what this costs,” Cig says, because Edward is,

a little, the businessman in him doing the math even now. “It’s not

nothing. I run a business too, brother, I’m not a monk on a hill. But

that’s not today’s conversation. Today’s free.”

“Homework before Tuesday,” he says, walking him to the stairs.

“One question. Don’t answer it fast. What would have to be true for

All Star Mechanical to run for two weeks without you in the

building? Not could it. It can’t, today, and we both know it. What

would have to be true.” He claps Edward on the shoulder, once, the

way Isaac used to, the way a father does when words won’t cover it.

“You already ran the system, brother. You just ran it for a game.

We’re going to run it for your life.”

Edward drives home with the four pillars burning on the back of

his eyes and, for the first time in a long while, a thing to think about

that is not a fire.

Edge. Standard. Structure. Legacy. Who he was, what he would

demand, the machine, and who he would build.

He had all four once, in that order, without ever knowing they had

names. He is going to find out if the man at the desk can build them

again for something that matters more than a game. And he is going

to find out, first, whether he can still hold the line on himself.
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CHAPTER 5: YOU GO FIRST

Edward comes in the next Tuesday with a legal pad full of the

company. He’s been up since four building it in his head. He has

ideas about the standard, about the meetings, about the three people

he needs to move. He sits down ready to start fixing seventy-five

people, and Cig lets him get about ninety seconds into it before he

holds up one hand.

“Stop. Put the pad down.” Cig isn’t unkind about it, but he doesn’t

soften it either. “You just did the exact thing I told you not to do. You

skipped the first pillar and went straight for the third. You want to go

build the machine because the machine is out there, it’s other people,

it doesn’t require you to look in a mirror. We’re not touching your

team yet. We’re touching you. For a while.”

“I’ve got a hundred and forty grand bleeding out of one job and a

wife who wrote your name on a sticky note,” Edward says. “And you

want me to work on me.”

“I want you to get your edge back,” Cig says. “That’s the first

pillar and it’s the whole foundation, and there’s a law underneath it,

and I need you to actually hear the law instead of arguing with it,

because it’s the thing that makes everything else either real or a waste

of both our time.” He leans forward.

“The standard of the team will never exceed the standard of the

leader. Never. Not once in the history of teams. Which means a team

will not hold a standard the leader isn’t holding. They can’t, and they

won’t, and it’s not because they’re weak. It’s because people are

smart. They watch what you do, not what you say, and if you stand up

in a room and tell seventy-five people the standard matters now, and

then you walk out and take a phone call during your own kid’s game,

and roll a margin that came in light, and duck the conversation

everybody knows you’ve been ducking for two years, they will smell
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it inside a week. And the day they smell it, the standard dies, and it

dies worse than if you’d never raised it, because now they know your

word and your behavior are two different things. You cannot install

on the team what you are not living yourself. So you go first. Alone.

You get the competitor back, the guy who held a standard nobody

was making him hold, and you hold it on yourself, every day, until

it’s real again. Then we go to the team, and they’ll follow it, because

you’ll already be it.”

Edward is quiet, because he knows the phone call. He knows the

light margin. He knows the two-year duck. He’s been the leak he

keeps trying to find.

“Somewhere in the last fifteen years,” Cig says, quieter, “you

stopped being coached and you stopped being a competitor and you

became a guy reacting to fires, and reacting is not the same as

competing. A competitor chooses his day. You’ve been letting your

day choose you since before your twins were born. Edge is you

choosing it again. On purpose. Starting tomorrow at four-thirty.”

•  •  •

Here’s what Cig has Edward install on himself, over the next month,

before a single tool ever touches the company.

A Pregame. Edward already gets up at four-thirty and works out,

and he has for years. Cig isn’t impressed by that at all, because

Edward’s been doing it on autopilot, a leftover habit running on

fumes, the body moving while the mind is already in the truck

answering emails. Cig makes it a chosen thing again.

Phone off the nightstand, charging in the kitchen, so the first thing

that touches Edward’s mind isn’t nineteen emails. Move the body,

hard, the way he used to when nobody was making him.

Then, before the day can grab him, name the one thing that

actually matters today and the one standard he’ll hold no matter what.

Say it out loud to the empty room, because a standard you only think

is a standard you’ll negotiate away by nine a.m.
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It’s the same thing his position coach made him do a thousand

times, walk into the film room knowing his assignment before the

tape rolled. A Pregame. You decide who you are before the day

decides for you.

A scoreboard of one. Cig makes Edward pick his own stat, the

way he’ll later make the whole company pick theirs, and Edward

picks the number that’s been strangling him without a name.

Decisions a week that route only to me. He counts them, honestly,

for the first time, and it’s twenty-eight. He writes it on a card and

keeps it where only he can see it, target under ten, and every week he

grades it.

And a second one, smaller and harder. Did I hold the line on

myself today. Yes or no. No fog. He grades that one every single

night, and the first week is a lot of nights he has to write no, because a

man who hasn’t been graded in fifteen years finds out fast how much

he’s been getting away with.

And Game Film. Once a week, Cig makes Edward sit down and

run the tape on himself the way Isaac used to, out loud, no flinching.

Where did I win this week. Where did I fall short. And the one that

draws blood every time, the same question that’ll later gut every

leader he coaches. What hard conversation did I avoid this week, and

what did avoiding it cost.

Edward hates that question. He answers it anyway. That’s the

whole point of a coach.

•  •  •

It stings, and it’s supposed to.

Because now, for the first time in fifteen years, someone is

grading Edward’s reps, and Cig doesn’t grade on a curve. Edward

slips in the second week, checks his phone before his feet hit the floor

out of a reflex fifteen years deep, and lets a schedule pressure roll a

job margin light instead of holding it.
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He tells himself both are fine because they’re small. He brings Cig

a decent-looking week and Cig reads it in about four seconds and

points at the two degrees.

“You checked the phone Tuesday and Thursday. Don’t tell me

you didn’t, your whole face just did. And you let Richmond’s number

slide again because holding it meant a hard call to a GC and you

didn’t have the hard call in you that day.” He’s flat, quiet, exactly like

a man Edward buried a long time ago. “You’re not failing. You’re

doing the thing everybody does, which is holding the standard on the

easy days and negotiating it away on the hard ones, and the standard

is only worth anything on the hard days. That’s the whole game.

Anybody can hold a line when nothing’s pushing on it. Run it again.”

And Edward, forty-five years old, feels the exact thing he felt at

twenty on a Tuesday practice field with a compact man pointing at a

divot. He hates it.

And something that’s been asleep a long time sits up, because

being held to a standard by someone who’ll tell you the truth is the

thing he’s been starving for and didn’t have a word for. He didn’t

know until right now how badly he missed being coached.

By the end of the month the twenty-eight is a nineteen, not

because he solved anything structural yet, but because he stopped

reflexively grabbing decisions that were never his. The Pregame’s

real. The nights he writes yes outnumber the nights he writes no. He’s

choosing his days again.

The competitor who walked on at eighteen and held a standard no

one was enforcing is awake in there, blinking, older, but awake.

He has his edge back. And he hasn’t touched the company yet.

•  •  •

Alison notices before he says a word. She always notices. She doesn’t

make a thing of it. That’s how he knows it’s real to her.

One night she finds him at the counter with the card he grades

himself on, and she reads it over his shoulder. She doesn’t say she’s



mattfoss.com

53

proud, and she doesn’t say she believes it’ll last, because she’s been

let down by a version of this before.

She says, “Show me.” Two words. Not a challenge. A door. She’ll

believe the change when she’s watched it hold on a hard day, not an

easy one. Edward looks at his wife and understands she’s grading him

too, on the only scoreboard that’s ever really mattered to him, and

that he has a long way to go to earn a different answer.

“That’s fair,” he says. “Watch.”

•  •  •

The next Tuesday Cig looks at the month of Edward’s own reps, the

nineteen, the Pregame, the nights of yes, and he does the thing

Edward’s been chasing for twenty-five years without knowing it. He

nods once, the way Isaac nodded exactly twice in four years, and it

lands in Edward’s chest and stays.

“Now,” Cig says. “Now you’ve got something to stand on. You

held the standard on yourself for a month, on hard days, and it held.

Which means when you walk into that room and tell your people the

standard matters now, you won’t be a hypocrite with a poster. You’ll

be a guy who’s already living it, and they’ll feel the difference in the

first thirty seconds, because people always do.” He caps the marker.

“That’s the first pillar. Edge. It’s the one everybody skips and it’s the

one everything else depends on. You don’t get to hand your team a

standard you haven’t paid for yourself.” He stands. “You paid for it.

Now we go build the second pillar, and this time you’re not doing it

alone. Now we do the standard. For the team.”
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CHAPTER 6: THE STANDARD

Edward does the homework. Of course he does the homework. He

was always the kid who did the homework.

He spends a week carrying the question around the way he used to

carry a scouting report. What would have to be true for All Star to run

for two weeks without you in the building. He writes on it in the

truck, in the stands at Grace’s game, at eleven at night in the office he

no longer drinks a beer in.

And when he sits down across from Cig the next Tuesday, he

doesn’t have an answer. He has a diagnosis. He slides a single sheet

of legal paper across the table, with three lines on it. Cig reads it and

almost smiles.

Nobody knows exactly what’s expected of them.

Nobody can tell if they’re winning without asking me.

I’m the only person in the building who holds anyone accountable,

and I don’t even hold myself.

“That,” Cig says, “is the best piece of work you’ve done in a year,

and it took you a legal pad and a week instead of eighty hours. Sit

with that for a second.”

Edward does. It’s a strange feeling, having produced something

valuable while sitting still.

“That’s the map,” Cig says. “Three problems, and they build on

each other, and we’re going to fix them in the order they actually

stack, which is not the order that feels urgent. The urgent one is the

last one, holding people accountable. Everybody wants to start there.

You cannot start there.” He taps the top line. “You cannot hold a

person accountable to a thing that does not exist. And right now, in

your company, the thing does not exist. So that’s where we start.

Before a single tool, before a scoreboard, before any of it. We build

the thing you’re going to hold people to.” He picks up the marker.
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“We build the standard.”

•  •  •

“Here’s the whole idea, and it’s simple, which is why it works,” Cig

says. He writes three words down the whiteboard, stacked.

Value.

Standard.

Behaviors.

“Most companies have the top one and stop. Values on the wall.

You’ve seen them. You walk into some contractor’s lobby and there’s

a nice frame. Integrity. Excellence. Teamwork. Family.” He says the

words in a flat voice that makes them sound as dead as they are. “And

it means nothing, because a value by itself is just a feeling. Nobody

can do anything with a feeling. Nobody can be held to a feeling. So it

becomes a poster, and everybody learns that the words on the wall

and the way things actually run here are two different things, and you

have taught your whole company that what you say does not connect

to what you do. You did that. Not on purpose. But a value with

nothing under it is worse than no value at all, because it trains people

not to believe you.”

Edward thinks of a whiteboard with Q3 GOALS written across the

top in blue marker three months ago. Improve project delivery. Grow

revenue.

“So a value is what you believe,” Cig says, writing it. “That’s the

top layer, and it’s fine, but it’s not enough. Under every value you put

a standard, and a standard is what you expect. It’s the specific bar. It’s

the line. It has to be concrete enough that two different people would

agree on whether it got met. And under the standard you put

behaviors, and behaviors are what you enforce. The handful of things

a person actually does, that you can see, that prove the standard is

real.”

He steps back.
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“Value, standard, behavior. Believe, expect, enforce. You evaluate

a person on the standard, and you prove it with the behavior. That’s

the whole thing. And here is what it buys you, which is the only

reason to do it.” He looks at Edward. “Once the standard exists and

it’s specific, you are no longer the referee. The standard is. A guy

either cleared the bar or he didn’t, and everybody can see the bar,

including him. You stop being the only person who knows what good

looks like. That is the first brick in a company that runs without you.

Not the scoreboard, not any of the tools everybody wants to skip

ahead to. This. Because you cannot keep score, and you cannot build

a roster, and you sure cannot hold anybody accountable, until

everybody knows what the standard actually is.”

“Values are still a poster,” Edward says. He isn’t being difficult.

He’s testing it the way you test ice. “I could write three great words

on that board right now and nothing changes Monday.”

“You’re right,” Cig says. “Which is why you’re not going to write

three great words. Great words come from a marketing meeting and

they die in a frame. Real values come from scars. I’m not going to

give you any. You’re going to give them to me, and you’re going to

give them to me by telling me about the worst days you’ve had

running this thing, because a value that matters is always just a wound

you decided to turn into a rule so nobody else has to bleed the same

way. So.” He caps the marker and folds his arms and leans back.

“Tell me about a day this company scared you.”

•  •  •

Edward’s quiet for a while. Then he tells him about the lift.

Two years ago, a service tech named Ty, twenty-two, went up in a

scissor lift on a warehouse job to hang a unit heater at the end of a

fourteen-hour day because the schedule was behind and everybody

wanted to be done. He was tired. He was rushing.

He leaned out past the rail to reach a hanger instead of

repositioning the lift, because repositioning the lift takes four minutes
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and the kid didn’t have four minutes in him. He caught himself.

Barely. A coworker grabbed his belt.

If the coworker had been looking the other way, Edward would

have driven to a hospital that night, or somewhere worse, and he

would have called Ty’s mother, and he would have carried it the rest

of his life.

“And the thing that kills me,” Edward says, and his voice has gone

somewhere lower, “is that I found out later the schedule was behind

because we’d bid the job too tight and I told the field to make it work.

I put a tired kid on a lift at the end of a fourteen-hour day and then I

got lucky. That’s the whole story. I got lucky.”

Cig doesn’t say anything for a moment. Then, quietly: “What do

you believe now, because of that day?”

“That everybody goes home.” Edward says it and feels it lock into

place, a thing that was always true finding its words for the first time.

“Every night. Whole. Every person on my payroll has somebody

waiting up for them, and my whole job, the actual job under the job,

is that they get back to that person. That was my job at strong safety.

Be where the play breaks. Nobody gets hurt on the one I could have

covered. It was always the job.”

“Everybody home,” Cig says, and writes it on the board under

Value. “Now make me a standard. What do you expect, specifically,

that a man could be held to?”

“That nobody works past the point where they’re a danger to

themselves. That we never run a schedule that requires it. And that if

you see it, you stop it, even if it’s your boss’s job you’re stopping.”

“And the behaviors. What does it look like when it’s real?” Cig’s

writing fast now, and Edward’s talking faster, because the thing’s

stopped being an exercise and started being true.

They do it again. Two more times.

The second one comes from a Tuesday twenty-five years ago, a

compact man in a flat voice pointing at a divot in the grass. Two

degrees. Edward tells Cig about the seventeen reps, and about the
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way the standard in his own company slid, not in some dramatic

collapse, but two degrees at a time. A returned email that slipped to

the next day. A transition meeting skipped once and then always. A

margin that came in a point light and got called fine. “Nothing ever

broke,” Edward says. “It just drifted. Two degrees at a time until I

woke up and the company was pointed somewhere I never aimed it.”

The value writes itself. Two Degrees. The standard: close enough is

not the standard. We catch the small miss while it’s still small,

because the small miss is the only kind you can still fix.

The third one Cig has to wait for, because Edward doesn’t want to

say it.

“You already know the third one,” Cig says. “You’ve known it

since before you walked in here. You’ve got a fifty-one-year-old man

you’ve owed a conversation for almost two years. You’ve got a

salesman poisoning your whole culture and a

hundred-and-forty-thousand-dollar hole he hid, and you’ve said

nothing. Your wife had to write my name on a sticky note because the

two of you had stopped saying things straight to each other. Your

sixteen-year-old asked you last week if you’d said something, and

you couldn’t answer her.” Cig isn’t unkind about it. He’s just holding

up the divot. “What’s the value, Edward?”

“Say it straight,” Edward says. It comes out rough. “We tell each

other the truth. Kindly. Directly. To the person, not about them.

Especially when it’s hard. Especially when we love the guy.” He

thinks of his daughter, level-eyed over a math book. The standard

doesn’t change because you like someone. “We don’t let the ball drop

between us because nobody wanted to call it.”

Cig writes the third one and steps back, and there they are, three

values, each one a scar Edward turned into a rule so nobody else has

to bleed the same way.

Everybody Home. Two Degrees. Say It Straight.

•  •  •
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“Now the bad news,” Cig says, sitting back down.

“There’s always bad news.”

“There’s always bad news. The bad news is these are worthless

until Thursday.” Cig lets that land. “Right now they’re three phrases

on my whiteboard, which makes them exactly the posters you were

afraid of. They become real the first time somebody in your company

gets held to one and feels it. And here’s the part you’re not going to

like.” He looks at Edward, level. “The standard applies to the guy

who set it first, or it applies to nobody.” Edward doesn’t look away.

“You cannot roll out Say It Straight to your team if you have not said

the straight thing to Kevin. They will know. People always know. The

fastest way to kill a brand-new standard is for the person who wrote it

to be the first one visibly breaking it. So before this leaves this room,

before you ever put it in front of your leadership team, you and I are

going to talk about the conversations you’ve been rehearsing for two

years, because the standard starts with you or it does not start.”

Edward looks at the three phrases on the board. Everybody Home.

Two Degrees. Say It Straight. His whole life is on that board, the

safety and the drift and the marriage, translated into three rules for a

mechanical contractor in Indianapolis. He understands that Cig hasn’t

taught him a business tool at all. He’s handed Edward back the man

he used to be and told him to go be him at work.

“How do I get this to my team?” Edward asks. “It’s one thing for

me to hold it. There’s seventy-five of them and one of me. I can’t be

in every truck.”

Cig smiles. It’s the first time all afternoon he looks genuinely

pleased, the look of a coach whose player’s just asked the exact right

question one beat before he had to be prompted.

“Now you’re asking the real one,” he says. “You just figured out

in one sentence what takes most guys a year. You can’t carry a

standard to seventy-five people by yourself. You’d just be the

bottleneck again, wearing a nicer word.” He stands, walks to the

window, looks down at the empty lot where on Fridays there’s a taco
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truck. “So we don’t do that. Next week I come to you. We get your

leadership team in a room, and we build the rest of this thing together,

with them, so it’s theirs and not yours. I’ll run the first session. You’ll

hold the standard. And every one of them is going to find out real fast

which kind of person they are.” He turns around. “But that’s next

week. This week you’ve got homework, and you already know what

it is, and it’s not on a legal pad.”

Edward knows what it is.

It’s a fifty-one-year-old man, and a conversation, and twenty-two

months of this week.

He drives home with three phrases on the back of his eyes and the

specific dread of a man who has run out of road between himself and

the thing he has been avoiding. Twenty-two months of this week.

Thursday, he thinks. It has to be Thursday.
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CHAPTER 7: THE ROOM

He has the Kevin conversation on a Thursday, in Kevin’s office, with

the door shut, and it goes nothing like the two years of versions he

rehearsed.

He doesn’t lead with the numbers. He leads with the apology,

because Say It Straight starts with him or it doesn’t start.

“I owe you a conversation I’ve been ducking for almost two

years,” Edward says, “and the fact that I ducked it that long is on me,

not you. I have not been clear with you about what this job needs to

be, and then I’ve been frustrated that you couldn’t read my mind.

That’s not fair, and it stops today. I don’t have all of it figured out yet.

But I’m going to start telling you the truth, and I need you to be able

to take it and give it back to me, because we’re about to change how

this whole place runs.”

Kevin’s quiet for a long moment, and what crosses his face first

isn’t relief. It’s the look of a man deciding whether he’s just been

handed the truth or the front end of a severance. “So that’s what this

is,” he says, and it comes out flat, and it’s the closest to hard Kevin’s

been with him in fourteen years. “You’re building the case to move

me out.”

Edward makes himself sit in it. Every instinct he has says soften it,

get out ahead of the hurt. But he knows by now that instinct’s the

whole problem, that softening it here would be one more time he

managed Kevin instead of leveling with him. So he holds still and lets

the hard thing stay in the room. “No,” he says. “I’m telling you the

truth because I owe you the truth, and because I don’t want to lose

you. What we do about it is a conversation. It’s not a verdict I already

wrote. But I’m done pretending the job didn’t outgrow the way the

two of us have been running it.”
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Kevin looks at him a long time, a big man gone very still. Then

something lets go in his shoulders, not the fight, just the effort of

holding a certain face. When he speaks again, the flat’s gone, and

what’s under it is just tired, tired in a way Edward should have seen a

year ago. “I’ve known for a while,” he says. “That I’ve been

underwater. That the job got past me somewhere. I kept waiting for

you to say something, and you never did, and I told myself that meant

it was fine. It wasn’t fine. I’ve just been drowning quiet so nobody’d

notice.” He rubs his face, and then the wariness comes back into it,

because a man doesn’t hand you his whole self across a desk on the

strength of one good speech. “But I’ve watched you get religion

before, Ed. New year, new plan, this time it’s different, and then

spring comes and it’s the same building it always was. So don’t ask

me to buy in today. You want to change how this place runs, run it

different. For a while. Long enough that it’s not another Monday

speech. Then we’ll talk about where I fit.” He stands. “Right now I’ve

got crews waiting on me.”

Edward walks out of Kevin’s office not having solved anything.

Kevin’s position isn’t fixed. The company isn’t fixed. But a thing that

had been sealed shut for two years is open, and the air that came

through it is the first honest air the two of them have breathed since

the company was small.

That’s what a standard does, before it’s ever a tool. It gives two

people permission to stop pretending.

•  •  •

Cig comes to All Star the following Wednesday.

He gets there early, before the team, and the two of them stand a

minute in the empty conference room while Edward waits for people

to filter in. Cig’s never met a single one of them.

He has the reports, the numbers, and three weeks of Edward

describing his own company across a warehouse table, and out of that

he’s built a read, the way he builds a read on everything.
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“Tell me who fights me today,” Cig says. “Who’s your no.”

“Marcus, probably. He’ll smile and joke and never commit to a

thing he can be held to.”

“Marcus is a given. I mean the one you don’t expect.” Cig nods at

the hallway, where a big man in his fifties is coming, unhurried, a

travel mug in his fist. “Him. The old-timer. Twenty-plus years,

watched every bright idea come through here and leave, arms crossed

before he even sits down. That’s your holdout, nine times out of ten.

The lifer who’s been burned by four of these already and is not about

to get his hopes up for a fifth. Be ready to lose him.”

And here’s a thing that surprises Edward, because he didn’t know

he knew it until he hears it come out of his mouth. “You’ve got Jake

exactly backwards.”

Cig raises an eyebrow, which for Cig is a whole paragraph.

“Jake didn’t cross his arms because he doesn’t believe in a

standard. He crossed them because he’s spent twenty-three years

watching this company have none, getting told to make it work

anyway, and swallowing it.” Edward’s sure of it in a way he’s rarely

sure of anything anymore. “He’s the most loyal man I’ve got and the

one most starved for the exact thing you’re about to do. Hold a real

standard in this room, for real, and Jake isn’t your last no. He’s your

first yes. He’ll be through the wall for you before anybody else is out

of their chair. Watch him.”

Cig looks at him for a second, and does not argue, and does not

agree either. “Okay,” he says. “You know your people. I’ve got a

scoreboard and a story. We’ll find out.”

Edward’s never seen him anywhere but the warehouse office. It’s

a strange thing to watch a man that size fold himself into a plastic

chair in the All Star conference room. The room smells like carpet

and coffee and the particular tension of six people who’ve been told

there’s a meeting and haven’t been told why.

The leadership team is around the table. Kevin. Andrea Walsh, the

youngest by a decade, notebook open, pen already moving. Megan
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Harrell, who looks like she hasn’t slept, because she hasn’t.

Marcus Webb, leaning back, one ankle on the opposite knee,

phone face-down on the table in a way that says he could pick it up at

any second. Jake Peterson, twenty-three years in the field, arms

crossed, a man who’s watched a lot of good ideas come through this

building and leave. Rocky Lee at the end, still, watching.

Edward stands up to open it, and he can feel the room bracing for

a speech, because he’s a man who’s given a lot of speeches in this

room that changed nothing.

He keeps it to six sentences.

“This is Cig. He coaches people like me, former athletes who built

companies that got stuck, and I’ve been meeting with him for a few

weeks. I’m not going to stand up here and tell you everything is about

to be different, because you’ve heard that from me before and I didn’t

back it up. So I’m going to show you instead, starting today. Cig’s

going to run this part. I’m going to be in the chair next to you.”

He sits down. It’s a small thing, sitting down, and it’s the thing

that changes the room, because for the first time in years the owner’s

on the same side of the table as the room.

Cig doesn’t stand up. He doesn’t go to the whiteboard. He leans

forward, forearms on the table, and looks around at them one at a

time, unhurried, the way a catcher reads a lineup.

“I’m not going to teach you anything today,” he says. “I’m going

to ask you some questions, and you’re going to teach me. First one.

And I want the true answer, not the answer you think the boss wants.”

He lets the pause do its work. “How many of you, right now, could

tell me exactly what’s expected of you in your job? Not vaguely.

Specifically. The bar you’re being held to, that you’d know for a fact

whether you cleared this week or not.”

Nobody says anything.

Marcus, because he can’t stand a silence he isn’t controlling,

spreads his hands and grins. “I mean, I know my number. I’m the

only one at this table who’s got a number. Sell the work.”
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“Do you know the margin the work’s supposed to come in at?”

“That’s operations.”

“Is it,” Cig says. It isn’t really a question, and he moves on before

it can become an argument.

Andrea speaks. It surprises the room, because Andrea doesn’t

usually speak first. “I couldn’t tell you,” she says. “Honestly. I do a

lot, and I work hard, and I have no idea if any of it is what I’m

actually supposed to be doing or if I’m just doing the stuff that lands

on me. Nobody’s ever told me what winning looks like in my job.

I’ve just been guessing and hoping the guessing was right.”

“Thank you,” Cig says, and he means it, and the way he means it

makes Andrea sit up a half inch. “That is the single most honest

sentence anybody’s said in this building in a while, and I’d bet money

everybody but Marcus is feeling some version of it. That right there is

the whole problem, and it’s not a people problem. You’re not a lazy

group. You’re a group nobody ever handed a standard to. So that’s

what we’re going to build today. Together. Not Edward handing you

a poster. You and me and Edward, building the thing you’re all going

to be held to, so it’s yours.”

•  •  •

They build it over three hours, and Edward mostly keeps his mouth

shut. It’s the hardest work he does all week.

Cig puts the three values up. Everybody Home. Two Degrees. Say

It Straight. He tells the room they came out of Edward’s own worst

days. He makes Edward tell the story of the lift: the tired kid, the

scissor lift, the coworker’s hand on the belt.

The room goes quiet in a different way, because most of them

were here two years ago. Half of them remember the day. None of

them knew it had scared the owner that badly.

Then Cig does the thing that makes it theirs. He doesn’t tell them

the behaviors. He asks them.



mattfoss.com

66

“Everybody Home is the value. Everybody goes home whole,

every night. Now you tell me. What does that actually look like on a

Tuesday, on a real job site, in a way I could see it happening or not

happening?”

And it’s Jake, twenty-three years in the field, arms uncrossing for

the first time, who answers. “It looks like anybody on my crew can

call a stop. Anybody. The newest apprentice can look at a

superintendent and say we’re rushing this and I don’t like it, and the

super has to stop, and nobody gets a hard time for it. Ever.” He looks

around the table, and there’s heat in it. “We say we’re a safety

company. We got the posters. But two years ago that only worked

because a kid got lucky and somebody grabbed his belt. That’s not a

standard. That’s a prayer.”

“Write it down,” Cig says to Andrea, who’s already writing it

down. “That’s a behavior. Anybody can call a stop. That’s the first

real thing this company has agreed on in a long time, and a man

who’s been here twenty-three years just gave it to you, and Edward, I

want you to notice he gave it to you the second you made a room

where it was safe to.”

The room warms after that. Behaviors start coming faster than

Andrea can write them, and somewhere in the warmth Kevin leans in,

wanting to give the thing he’s always been best at giving: loyalty. He

says, “Here’s one. We take care of the customer. Whatever it takes.

We’re responsive, we’re on it, nobody ever has to chase us.” He says

it with real feeling, and it’s a good sentence, the kind of sentence that

gets nods, and it gets them, heads going around the table, because

who’s going to argue with it.

“That’s not a standard,” Andrea says.

She says it quietly, and Edward can see her be surprised she said

it, but she doesn’t take it back. “It sounds like one. But it’s a feeling.

Two of us would grade it completely differently and both of us would

think we were right. You’d read ‘responsive’ and picture a same-day

callback. I’d read it and picture end of the week and feel fine about
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myself. And a guy in a truck who was never in this room reads it and

pictures whatever he already does.” She looks at Kevin, not unkindly.

“If I can’t tell for a fact whether I hit it, I can’t be held to it. What’s

the actual line? Responsive by when? A returned client call by end of

the same day, every time? Say the number, or it’s just a nicer poster

than the one we already ignore.”

Kevin opens his mouth to defend the sentence, because it was a

good sentence, and then he doesn’t, because he can feel the room

feeling it, the difference between a phrase everybody nods at and a

bar somebody could actually miss. It’s uncomfortable, being pinned

to a number in front of people. Edward watches it be uncomfortable.

He watches Kevin sit in the small nakedness of it, a warm idea asked

to become a number.

“End of the same day,” Kevin says finally. “Every client call

returned by end of the same day. Even if the answer’s ‘I don’t have

your answer yet, I’ll have it Thursday.’ The call goes back the day it

came in.”

“Now write THAT down,” Cig says, and he claps the table once,

that flat crack he makes when somebody lands on something true.

“You feel the difference? One of those you can argue about for a year

and everybody stays comfortable. The other one, a man either did it

Tuesday or he didn’t, and he knows which, and so do you, and so

does the client.” He looks around the table. “That’s the whole test of a

standard, and it’s the only test. Not does it sound good on a wall.

Whether two of you, standing in two different trucks, would call it the

same way. If you can’t grade it, you can’t hold it, and if you can’t

hold it, you didn’t write a standard. You wrote a wish and put a frame

around it.”

Edward notices. He notices a lot of things over those three hours.

He notices that Megan, when they get to Two Degrees, quietly

describes a bidding process that’s been sliding for a year. She’s been

the only one holding the line on it, alone. She almost cries when Cig

names it and the room agrees it’s real, not just her being difficult.
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He notices that Rocky, who says maybe eight words all morning,

says the eight that matter. Say It Straight is going to be the hardest of

the three, because this is a company that’s spent years being nice

instead of being honest. Nice and kind aren’t the same thing, and the

company’s been choosing nice.

And he notices Marcus.

He notices that every time the conversation turns toward a

behavior that could actually be measured, Marcus makes a joke, or

checks the phone he said he wouldn’t check, or reframes the question

into something about revenue, where he’s safe.

He notices that when the room lands on a Say It Straight behavior,

no sidebars, you raise a problem to the person and not about them,

Marcus is the only one who doesn’t write it down.

He doesn’t fight it. Fighting it would be visible.

He just lets it slide past him, the way he lets everything slide past

him that might one day be used to hold him to something.

Edward watches it and understands that the standard hasn’t even

launched yet, and it’s already doing its first job. That job isn’t to fix

anyone. It’s to make the truth about each person impossible to keep

not seeing.

•  •  •

They end at noon. There are three values on the board and, under

each, five behaviors the team built with their own mouths. The

difference between this board and the Q3 GOALS board from three

months ago is the difference between a thing people wrote and a thing

people mean.

Cig closes it, and he closes it by giving the room back to Edward,

on purpose, in front of everyone.

“Last thing, and then I’m out of your way,” he says. “I built

nothing today. Everything on that board came out of you. That’s

important, because I don’t run this company and I never will. I’m

going to come around, I’m going to ask hard questions, and I’m going
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to tell your boss the truth about how he’s doing, which is a service

nobody’s done him in fifteen years. But the standard on that wall is

not mine and it is not even really Edward’s anymore. It’s yours.

Which means holding it is yours.” He stands, finally, and the plastic

chair’s grateful. “Here’s the only promise that matters. Starting this

week, that board is real. Which means the first time somebody breaks

one of those behaviors, including the man who owns the company,

something has to happen, or the whole thing goes back to being a

poster by Friday. Standards aren’t real when you write them. They’re

real the first time they cost somebody something.”

He looks at Marcus for exactly one second longer than he looks at

anyone else. Not unkindly. Just long enough.

Then he shakes every hand in the room, and when he gets to

Edward he pulls him in half a step the way he does, and he says it

low, just for him. “I had your old-timer pegged as the holdout. I told

you to be ready to lose him, and the first real thing this whole

company ever agreed on came out of his mouth.” He shakes his head,

and there’s no performance in it, just a big man who got one wrong

and isn’t too proud to say so out loud. “I read Jake backwards. You

read him right. I had a scoreboard and a story from across a table.

You had a man you’ve stood next to for twenty-three years. That’s the

whole reason I don’t make your calls for you, brother, and I never

will. I don’t know your people. You do. So when your gut and my

read don’t line up on one of your own, bet your gut. The day you

believe that all the way is the day you don’t need me.”

Then he’s gone down the metal stairs, and the leadership team of

All Star Mechanical sits in a conference room that smells like carpet

and coffee and something else now, something that wasn’t in the

room three hours ago.

It takes Edward until he’s driving home to name it.

It’s the feeling of a team that just found out somebody’s finally

keeping score, and hasn’t yet decided whether that’s the best break of

their careers or the most dangerous.
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Both, Edward thinks. It is always both. He remembers that from a

locker room a long time ago. The first day a real coach walks in is the

best and most dangerous day a talented, undisciplined team will ever

have. From that day forward there is nowhere left to hide. The ones

who love the game feel the floor turn solid under them. The ones who

were getting by on talent and charm start, very quietly, to look for the

door.
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CHAPTER 8: THE ROSTER

The next Tuesday, Cig hands Edward a marker and points at a blank

whiteboard.

“Draw me your company.”

Edward draws what everybody draws. A box at the top with his

name in it. Lines down to Kevin, to Marcus, to Megan. More lines

down from them. An org chart. It takes him four minutes and it looks

like every org chart in every contractor’s office in America.

Cig looks at it for a second and then picks up an eraser and wipes

the whole thing off the board.

“That,” he says, “is a picture of who you have. It’s useless. I don’t

care who you have. Neither should you, not yet. Here’s the

difference, and it’s the whole game.” He hands the marker back. “An

org chart draws the people and hopes the work gets covered. A roster

draws the work first, every position the business actually needs to

win, and then, and only then, you put names to the positions. You

build the team the company needs. Not the company your current

people happen to make. Start over. Don’t write a single name yet. Just

the positions. What are all the jobs that have to be owned for a

mechanical contractor doing your kind of work to win?”

It takes them the rest of the afternoon, and it’s harder than Edward

expects, because he’s never once thought about his company this

way. He’s thought about his people, their personalities, who’s good at

what, who he can lean on, who he has to work around. He’s never

thought about the positions as things that exist whether or not

anyone’s standing in them.

They fill the board with positions. Not names. Positions.

Somebody has to own operations. Somebody has to own the money.

Somebody has to own selling the work, and somebody separate has to

own estimating the work, because Cig stops him hard when Edward
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tries to fold those together.

“Those are two positions,” Cig says. “Selling and estimating.

One’s a hunter, one’s a surgeon. You’ve got them mashed into one

because it’s how you grew up doing it, and it’s costing you margin on

every job. Two positions.”

By the end of the day the board holds every position All Star

needs to run, cleanly defined, and not one of them has a name on it

yet. It’s the first time Edward has ever seen his company as a thing

that could exist independently of the specific humans currently

holding it together.

“Okay,” Cig says. “Now the hard part. Now we put names on.

And you’re going to learn two things you already know and have

been refusing to see. Start putting names in the boxes. Real ones.

Who actually owns each of these today.”

•  •  •

Edward starts writing names, and the two things Cig promised arrive

within ten minutes, and both of them land like a fist.

The first thing is that his own name goes in too many boxes.

He writes Edward in the operations box, because he’s really

running operations, Kevin’s title notwithstanding. He writes Edward

next to sales oversight because he’s the one holding the margin line

Marcus ignores. He writes Edward on the biggest client accounts, on

final estimating review, on collections, on the hiring, on half a dozen

positions that are supposed to belong to other people.

When he steps back, his own name is scrawled across the board

like a kid signed it, and the picture isn’t a company. It’s one man

wearing a company like a coat three sizes too big, with the sleeves

pinned up so he can pretend it fits.

“There it is,” Cig says quietly. “That’s not a workload. That’s a

diagnosis. Every box with your name in it that shouldn’t have your

name in it is a job you stole from somebody who could have grown

into it. You didn’t steal it on purpose. You stole it one emergency at a
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time, because it was faster to do it than to build the person who does

it. And now you’ve got a company full of people who never had to

grow, because the safety net was always you, standing under

everything.” He taps the board. “You want to know what it would

take for this place to run two weeks without you? It’s on the board.

It’s every one of those boxes with your name in it. Every one of those

is a position you have to actually hand to somebody and then, the

hard part, let them own.”

The second thing is worse, and it’s Megan.

Because when Edward gets to the estimating position, the one Cig

made him separate from sales, there’s no name to put in it. There

never was. It’s been an empty box the whole time, except it hasn’t

been empty, because the work still had to get done, so it’s been

getting done by the person in the box next to it.

Megan. Megan’s been running preconstruction, her actual job, and

also carrying most of a second job nobody ever hired for, estimating

lead, on nights and weekends, alone, for a year. She’s the strongest

person in the building, and the strongest person in the building is

always the one you quietly bury, because they never drop what you

hand them.

“She’s been doing two positions,” Edward says slowly, “and I’ve

been thanking her for being reliable.”

“You’ve been thanking her for burning,” Cig says. “There’s a

difference, and she knows the difference even if you didn’t, and she is

one bad week from a phone call with a recruiter, and you would not

see it coming until her resignation was on your desk, because people

like Megan don’t complain. They just leave, and they leave you a

note that says thank you for the opportunity, and you spend a year

wondering what you missed.” He lets it sit. “You missed an empty

box. That’s all. The whole thing was an empty box on a board you

never drew.”

Edward looks at Megan’s name, and the empty box beside it, and

he feels something he hasn’t let himself feel about an employee in a
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long time. He’s been failing a good person slowly enough that it

looked like managing her.

•  •  •

They spend the last hour on one position, and Cig picks it on purpose.

Kevin’s.

“You’ve got a conversation coming with Kevin,” Cig says. “A real

one, about whether he’s in the right position. You are not ready to

have it, and you know why? Because the position doesn’t exist yet.

You’ve been frustrated with Kevin for two years for failing at a job

you never actually defined. That’s not fair, and worse than not fair,

it’s useless, because you can’t hold a man accountable to a standard

that’s only ever lived in your own head. So before you ever have that

conversation, you build the position. On paper. Clean.”

They build it. Not a title. A position. What is the purpose of the

VP of Operations, in one sentence. What are the five jobs, the five

things that if they are not getting done, the position is not being held,

outcomes and not tasks.

What are the two or three numbers that would tell anyone, Kevin

included, whether the position is being won or lost. Who is the owner

today, who could back them up if they went down, who is being

developed to grow into it.

When it’s done, it’s one page. It’s the first time in fourteen years

that the job Kevin’s been failing at has actually existed as a thing a

person could succeed or fail at on purpose.

“Now look at it,” Cig says, “and tell me the truth, because this is

the whole reason we built it. Is that a Kevin problem, or is that a

nobody-ever-gave-Kevin-a-defined-position problem?”

Edward looks at the page a long time.

“Some of both,” he says finally, and it’s the most honest thing he’s

said about Kevin in two years. “There’s things on here he genuinely

can’t do at this size. And there’s things on here nobody ever told him

were his.”
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“Good,” Cig says. “That’s the truth, and it’s a fair truth, and it’s a

truth you could never have gotten to by being frustrated in a hallway.

That’s what a position buys you. It turns your resentment into a

document, and a document you can actually do something kind and

clear with. We’re not there yet. But now, when the time comes, you’ll

be holding him to a real thing, not a mood.” He caps the marker.

“That’s the difference between firing a man and coaching one. One’s

a feeling. The other’s a page.”

•  •  •

That night Francis is in the garage taking his fifty swings off the tee,

and Edward stands in the doorway and watches for a while before the

kid notices him.

“What position are you playing this year?” Edward asks.

“Short,” Francis says, not stopping. “Coach might try me at

second in the fall. He said I gotta learn both so if somebody gets hurt

the team doesn’t have a hole.” He sets his feet, swings, watches the

ball. “You can’t just be good at your spot. You gotta know who

covers what, so nobody’s standing there when the ball comes and

everybody thought it was somebody else’s.”

Edward leans on the doorframe and doesn’t say anything for a

second, because his ten-year-old has just described, in the flat

certainty of a kid who thinks it’s obvious, the thing a man came to a

converted warehouse to teach him.

You draw the positions. You cover the whole field. Nobody stands

there assuming the ball’s somebody else’s, because when everybody

assumes that, the ball drops between them, and the team loses a game

it had the talent to win.

“Who taught you that?” Edward asks.

Francis shrugs, resets, swings. “Coach. He says a good team,

everybody knows their job and everybody knows everybody else’s,

so there’s never a hole.”
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“Yeah,” Edward says, mostly to himself, watching his son cover a

whole field alone at the plate. “Turns out that’s the whole thing.”
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CHAPTER 9: THE SCOREBOARD

“You know what I never once wondered as a player?” Cig says. He’s

at the whiteboard in the All Star conference room, the leadership team

around the table again, three weeks into it now. “Whether I was any

good. I never wondered. Not because I was arrogant. Because I could

see it. Grade sheet Monday, film all week, a score on the board every

Saturday. If you’d stopped me in a hallway and asked me if I was

winning, I could’ve told you to the decimal. Now.” He turns to the

room. “How many of you, on your drive in this morning, knew

whether you were winning?”

He’s asked them a version of this before. The difference is that

now they’ve spent three weeks living inside a standard. They can feel

the shape of what’s missing, and this time the silence in the room

isn’t embarrassed. It’s hungry.

“That’s what we build today,” Cig says. “The scoreboard.”

Marcus, predictably, is the one who pushes. “We’ve got reports

coming out of our ears. Job cost reports, WIP reports, the aging report

Rocky sends every Monday that nobody reads. We don’t have a data

problem.”

It’s Rocky who answers. It’s his report Marcus just called the one

nobody reads. “That aging report’s a haystack,” Rocky says, not

heated, not looking up right away. “A scoreboard’s the score.

Different animals. I’ve been handing this company the haystack for

nine years because in nine years nobody once asked me for the

score.”

“That’s it,” Cig says, and he looks at Rocky a beat longer, the way

you look at a man who just saved you a paragraph. “You’ve got a data

problem the way a drowning man has a water problem. Too much of

it, none of it the right kind, and no way to see the one thing that’s

about to kill you.” He writes a word on the board. Stat. “And we’re
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going to use this word, and I want you to notice it, because it matters.

Not metric. Not KPI. Those are HR words, and nobody in this room

ever ran through a wall for a KPI. A stat is a number a competitor

bleeds over. Batting average. Yards allowed. Save percentage. You

are all athletes or you married the sport or you’ve spent twenty years

around it, and every one of you knows in your body the difference

between a number somebody made up in a meeting and a number that

tells you whether you won. We’re only going to track the second

kind.”

•  •  •

Here’s how Cig builds a scoreboard, and it’s not the way Edward

would have.

Edward would have started with the numbers he already had.

Revenue. Backlog. The stuff on the reports. Cig starts somewhere

else entirely. He goes back to the positions they drew on the roster

and asks, for each one, a single question. “If this position is being

won, what’s the one or two numbers that would prove it? Not activity.

Not how busy they are. Winning.”

It’s a harder question than it sounds, because it’s easy to measure

the wrong thing, and there are two wrong things, not one. The first is

vanity, pure motion, how busy a person looks, hours logged and

trucks rolling and a full calendar. None of that is something a

competitor has ever once bled over, because looking busy isn’t the

same as winning. The room feels that one fast.

The second wrong thing is quieter, and Cig makes them sit in it.

It’s measuring only the final result, the margin, the win rate, the

callback number, and calling that the whole scoreboard. Those are

real. They’re the truth of whether you won. But they’re lagging, a

photograph of work that already happened, and you can’t stand over a

person on a Monday and coach them to a number that won’t move for

ninety days.
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The stat that actually changes what a person does, he tells them, is

usually the disciplined rep they control and can win today, the leading

thing the result is quietly built out of. The best boards hold both, the

rep and the result it drives, and coach the rep. Callbacks and rework,

the jobs that come back because they were done wrong, that’s a real

winning-or-losing stat.

Revenue booked is the trickiest of all, and it’s the one that makes

Marcus shift in his chair. Revenue booked is his number, the one he

wears like a jacket. Cig is quietly explaining to the room that booking

work isn’t the same as winning. You can book eight million dollars of

work and lose money on all of it. Then you’ve simply found an

expensive way to go out of business.

They build it over the afternoon. A stat or two for every position.

A target for each one, the number that proves the stat is working.

Whether the target is a number you want to go up, like margin, or

down, like callbacks, or hit exactly, like transition meetings held. And

they agree, this is Rocky’s contribution, quiet and decisive, that the

whole board gets updated every single week and put on an actual wall

where an actual person walks past it, because a scoreboard nobody

looks at is just a spreadsheet with self-esteem.

•  •  •

There’s a shape to the board, and Cig makes them see it before they

fill in a single number. The shape is the whole point, and most

companies never find it. The positions on the roster stack. Down at

the bottom, the frontline, where the actual work happens, a service

tech, an estimator, a field foreman. Up at the top, Edward. And the

stats change as they climb.

“Down here at the frontline,” Cig says, tapping the bottom, “the

numbers are almost all leading. Leading means the small controllable

thing a person does today, before the result exists. Quotes out the

door. First meetings booked. Jobs closed out clean. Calls actually

made. Reps. A frontline guy lives on leading numbers, because those
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are the only things in his hands on a Monday.” He runs his finger up

to the top. “Up here, in Edward’s line, it’s almost all lagging. Lagging

means the result, after the fact. Revenue. Margin. The big numbers

that are nothing but a whole season of everybody’s reps added up and

turned in late. And in between, your department heads carry some of

both, more lagging the higher they sit.”

“And you have to hold both in your head at once,” he says,

“because leaders get this wrong in both directions. The leading

number and the lagging number are the same number at two different

moments. The lagging one is what already happened. The leading one

is what is about to. You watch the lagging to know whether you won.

You watch the leading to change whether you’re going to. Stare only

at the lagging and you’re driving by the rearview mirror. Stare only at

the leading and you never find out if any of it worked. Both, always,

side by side.”

Then he draws two arrows, one pointing up the board and one

pointing down, and Edward will think about these two arrows for the

rest of his life.

“Stats flow up,” Cig says, drawing the first. “A tech’s numbers

roll into his foreman’s, the foreman’s into the service department’s,

the department’s into Edward’s revenue line at the top. So the number

at the top is never really the owner’s number. It’s everybody’s,

stacked. Which means when that revenue line goes red, the answer is

never up at the top where he’s looking for it. It’s underneath.” He

draws the second arrow, pointing down. “So the coaching flows

down. A lagging number goes red, and you do not stand at the top and

yell at the result, because the result already happened and nobody can

go back and change it. You climb down the board. Revenue’s soft, so

you go down to the department, and the department’s soft, so you go

down to the person, and you do not ask that person to go get more

revenue, because he can’t, revenue is not in his hands today. You ask

him about his leading numbers. Are the calls getting made. Are the

first meetings getting booked. Are the quotes going out. Because
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those are the only things he can move today, and those are the exact

things that, ninety days from now, quietly become the revenue

nobody could find.” He caps the marker. “Stats flow up. Coaching

flows down. Miss that, and you’ve built a beautiful board and you

still don’t know how to use it.”

And then they fill in the current numbers, the real ones, for the

first time.

And the room goes very quiet.

•  •  •

Because a scoreboard does a thing no amount of talking ever does. It

removes the argument.

For three weeks they’ve been having conversations that were

really about opinions. Whether Marcus’s jobs are as clean as he says.

Whether operations is as underwater as it feels. Whether Megan is

being difficult about bids or the bids are actually late. Opinions can

go around a table forever, because everybody has one and nobody has

to be wrong.

The board doesn’t have opinions. The board has Marcus’s name

on the sales line with revenue booked in green, over target, best in the

company, exactly the number he’s been wearing.

And directly under it, on the same board, in the same marker,

callback and rework rate on Marcus’s sold jobs, in red. Transition

meetings held, the meetings where a sold job gets handed cleanly to

the field, target one hundred percent, actual forty percent, in red.

Gross margin on his sold work, a point and a half under where it was

bid, in red.

Green on the number he chose. Red on every number he avoided.

On one board. In front of everyone. And nobody said a word about

Marcus. The board said it.

Kevin’s operations line is red in the places Kevin already

confessed it was red, on-time completion at eighty-one percent, job

margin variance five points off. It’s easier to look at in red on a wall



mattfoss.com

82

than it was in a hallway, because it’s not an accusation anymore, just

the score. And a score is a thing you can go change.

Megan’s preconstruction line is green, mostly, held there by a

woman running on fumes. Next to it, the estimating line they now

know has no real owner is red. The red isn’t Megan’s failure but the

empty box, finally visible to the whole room.

And Andrea, quiet Andrea, has the cleanest line on the board. Her

projects on budget, green. Her change orders turned around fast,

green.

She looks at her own two rows for a second, and then she’s the

one who says it, half to herself, working it out against the two arrows

Cig drew. “That’s the leading and the lagging, isn’t it. On-budget is

the lagging one, that’s just what shows up at the end. Change-order

turnaround is the one I can actually do something about on a Monday

morning.” She looks up. “I’ve been living on the leading number this

whole time and never knew it had a name. I just knew if I turned the

change orders fast, the budgets took care of themselves.”

“That’s it in her own words, off her own board,” Cig says. “That’s

the version that sticks. Write it down.”

She’s been winning this whole time, quietly, unsure if it counted.

Now it’s on a wall where the owner of the company can see it.

Edward watches her look at her own green numbers with an

expression he’ll remember for a long time. It’s a person finding out

that the work they thought nobody saw was being seen by the only

witness that can’t lie.

•  •  •

Cig saves Edward’s line for last, and he does it on purpose, and he

does it in front of everyone, and this is the moment Edward

understands what he signed up for.

“Owner’s got a position too,” Cig says. “CEO. Same as anybody.

And a CEO who’s building a company that runs without him has a

stat, and it’s my favorite stat in the whole method, because it’s the
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one that measures the exact thing that’s wrong here.” He writes it on

the board, at the top, in Edward’s line. Decisions per week routed

only to me. Then the target. Under ten. Then he turns to Edward.

“What’s the real number? You told me once. Say it to the room.”

Edward could soften it. He doesn’t.

“Twenty-two,” he says.

Cig writes it. Twenty-two, next to a target of under ten, in red, at

the top of the board, above everyone else’s numbers, the biggest red

number in the room, in the owner’s own line.

“That’s the most important number on this board,” Cig says, “and

I want every one of you to look at it, because your boss just put it up

there on purpose. Every red number underneath his is connected to

that one. Twenty-two decisions a week that only he can make is a

company where nobody else was allowed to grow. He’s not putting

that up there to beat himself up. He’s putting it up there because you

cannot fix a number you will not look at, and the first person in this

building who has to get graded in public is the man who signs the

checks. That’s what a standard that starts at the top actually looks

like. It looks like the owner’s worst number, in red, above everybody

else’s.”

The room is silent, and it’s a different silence than the one three

weeks ago. Three weeks ago it was the silence of people who didn’t

know where they stood. This is the silence of people who suddenly,

uncomfortably, undeniably do.

Jake breaks it. Twenty-three years, arms uncrossed now, looking

at the board.

“About time,” he says. It is all he says. It is enough.

•  •  •

Edward stays after everyone leaves, the way he did on the Monday

that broke him, alone in the conference room looking at a board.

Except this board isn’t two vague bullet points in old blue marker.

This board is the truth, the whole truth, his company rendered in
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green and red with nowhere left to hide, including his own name at

the top with the worst number on it.

He thought seeing it would feel like shame. It doesn’t. It feels like

the first Monday-morning grade sheet in fifteen years.

It feels like a compact man in a flat voice telling him exactly

where he stands, whether he wants to hear it or not. And the strange

gift of that, the gift Edward had forgotten a coach gives you, is that

you can’t fix a thing until somebody makes you look at it. And once

you’re finally looking at it, for the first time in years, you know

exactly what to do next.

He knows what the reddest numbers are. He knows they’re

connected. He knows that two of them have a name on them, and that

the name is Marcus, and that the standard he put on the wall three

weeks ago is about to cost somebody something for the first time.

He is not ready to have that conversation.

He is done not having it.
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CHAPTER 10: THE F

The first Weekly Game Plan Meeting is a disaster, and it’s supposed

to be, though nobody but Cig knows that going in.

The idea is simple, the way the best ideas are. One hour, same

table, same time, every single week. A fixed order that never changes,

so the meeting runs itself and nobody has to wonder what happens

next. You read the standard out loud so it stays real. You look at the

scoreboard so you see where you actually are. You check what

everybody committed to last week.

And then you spend the biggest chunk of the hour on the thing

every other meeting in America skips, which is taking your worst

problems and actually solving them, all the way down to a name and

a date. Not discussing them into a fog. Not scheduling another

meeting.

Cig sets it up the week before and then does a thing that makes

Edward nervous. He says he won’t be in the room.

“You run it,” Cig tells him. “I’ll read the tape after. A coach who

has to be on the field for the team to function has not built a team.

He’s built a fan club that panics when he leaves. You run it, you grade

it honest, and you bring me the grade.”

So Edward runs it, and it’s an F, and the F has a hundred small

faces.

Nobody read the standard out loud, because it felt corny, so

Edward skipped it, which the team read instantly as the standard

being optional. The scoreboard is half-updated, because three people

forgot it was their job to update it, because it’s been their job for

exactly one week. The section where they’re supposed to solve

problems turns, within about four minutes, into the thing these

meetings always turn into.
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A problem gets raised, and instead of solving it, the room litigates

whose fault it is. Marcus, whose Richmond overrun is the elephant in

every room now, gets defensive and turns a scheduling issue into a

speech about how sales is carrying this company. Kevin goes quiet.

Megan raises something real and it gets talked over. Andrea tries to

keep a list and gives up.

At one point two people are having two different arguments at the

same time. And Edward, who’s supposed to be running it, is doing the

thing he swore he wouldn’t do: solving a problem himself, out loud,

while six people watch him be the bottleneck in a brand-new format.

They get through two of the eleven things on the list. The other

nine roll to next week, exactly where they would have gone before

there was a system. On its first at-bat, the system did nothing.

At the end Edward makes them grade it, because that’s the last

step and he’s not going to skip two steps in one meeting. A, C, or F.

Honest. Nobody wants to say it. Finally Jake, because it’s always

Jake, says the quiet part.

“That was an F.”

“Yeah,” Edward says. “It was.”

He drives to the warehouse office that afternoon feeling like he

wasted everyone’s time and half expecting Cig to agree.

•  •  •

Cig doesn’t agree. Cig is delighted.

“You got an F,” he says, and he says it the way you would say you

got a raise. “Good. Sit down. This is the most important meeting

you’re going to have all year, and it already happened, and you don’t

understand why yet.”

“We solved two problems out of eleven. Marcus made a speech. I

ran the room like a bottleneck. It was everything I do wrong, just with

an agenda stapled to it.”

“Right.” Cig pours the coffee. “And here’s what you did that you

have never done in fourteen years of running this company. You
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graded it. You looked at a thing you did, in front of the people you

did it with, and you all agreed, out loud, that it was bad.” He leans

forward. “You know what the grade was on every meeting you ran

before three weeks ago? There was no grade. Not because they were

good. Because nobody was allowed to say they were bad. A company

that can’t tell itself the truth about a meeting can’t tell itself the truth

about anything, and you just watched seven people, including the

owner, say out loud that something you all made together was an F

and nobody died and nobody got fired. That is the single most

valuable thing that has happened in that building in a year.”

Edward sits with it.

“The F is the feature,” Cig says. “Not the bug. Any team worth

coaching plays its first real game badly, because it is the first time

anybody’s keeping score. The grade isn’t there to make you feel

good. It’s there to make the thing get better every single week, on

purpose, out loud, forever. A meeting that gets a C this week and

works to a B next week and holds an A by the quarter, that’s a

company learning to coach itself. A meeting nobody grades just stays

exactly as bad as it was the day you were too polite to score it.” He

drinks his coffee. “You didn’t waste an hour. You built the one

muscle that makes every other muscle possible. You told yourselves

the truth and lived.”

“So next week I fix all of it,” Edward says. “Read the standard out

loud, get the board updated the night before, run every problem clean,

keep my own mouth shut.”

“No. You’ll drown the room and quit by Thursday.” Cig says it

easy, not unkind. “You don’t fix all of it. You fix one thing. Next

week you read the standard out loud even though it feels corny,

because corny is what real feels like before you’re used to it. And you

protect the problem-solving. That’s the part that matters, and it’s the

part every company butchers, so let me give you the only tool you

need for it, and it’s four steps, and a ten-year-old could run it.”

•  •  •
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He calls it the Hit List, and he teaches it in about six minutes, and it

changes the meeting forever.

“Your problem,” Cig says, “is that when a problem comes up,

your room does three things and all three are useless. They discuss it,

which feels like progress and solves nothing. They assign blame,

which feels like justice and solves nothing. Or they solve the wrong

problem, the symptom, because nobody stopped to find the actual

cause. So we do it different. Every issue, every single one, goes

through the exact same four steps, in the exact same order, and you do

not skip a step and you do not move to the next one until the current

one’s done.”

He writes them on the board.

State it. In one sentence. Not a story, not a speech, one sentence,

so everybody’s solving the same problem and not four different ones.

Find the root cause. Keep asking why until you hit something real.

The late bid isn’t the problem. Why was the bid late. Because

estimating is one person doing two jobs. That’s the problem. The first

answer is never the real one.

Decide. One thing that changes. Write the actual commitment

down, in words, so there’s no fog about what was agreed.

Own it. A name and a date. Because, and Cig says this part slow,

an issue without an owner isn’t an issue. It’s a complaint with a table

row. If nobody’s name is on it and nobody’s date is on it, nothing was

decided, you just talked about it in a nicer format.

“State it, root, decide, own it,” Cig says. “That’s the whole thing.

Run every problem through it. You’ll get through fewer issues at first,

because you’ll actually solve the ones you touch instead of discussing

eleven and fixing none. And here’s the benefit, the only one that

matters.” He caps the marker. “Do this every week and your company

starts solving its own problems. Not you. Them. The room learns to

take a mess all the way to a name and a date without the owner in the

middle of it. That’s what running without you actually looks like, up

close. It’s not a beach. It’s a Tuesday meeting where a problem gets
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solved and you had nothing to do with it.”

•  •  •

The next week, Edward reads the standard out loud. It feels corny. He

does it anyway.

And then something happens that he’ll remember for a long time,

because it’s small, and because it’s the first time he sees the machine

do the thing it’s supposed to do.

An issue comes up. The service side keeps sending techs to jobs

without the right parts on the truck, so they drive back, and the second

trip eats the whole margin on the call. It’s a real problem, an

expensive one, and it’s exactly the kind of thing that would normally

end with everyone looking at Edward to solve it.

But this week they run it through the four steps, because the four

steps are on the wall, and Rocky, of all people, quiet Rocky, is the one

who holds the room to them. State it. Techs arrive without parts. Find

the root. Not “techs are careless.” Keep asking.

Because there’s no system for confirming the parts before the

truck rolls. Decide. The dispatcher builds a sixty-second parts check

into every work order before it’s released. Own it. Andrea, who’s

quietly become the person things get handed to, takes it, with a date

two weeks out.

And Edward, sitting at the table, realizes he hasn’t said a word in

nine minutes.

The company just found a leak, traced it to the actual cause,

decided on a fix, and put a name and a date on it, and the owner did

nothing but read a standard out loud and keep his mouth shut. Nine

minutes. One problem. Solved, all the way down, by everyone but

him.

It’s the smallest thing. Sixty-second parts check. It’ll save maybe

forty thousand dollars a year. Real money. Not the point. The point is

what Edward feels watching it happen: the exact opposite of every

feeling he’s had in this building for two years. He’s not needed. And
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for the first time, being not needed doesn’t feel like losing something.

It feels like the beginning of being free.

They grade the meeting a C. It is the best grade Edward has ever

been so happy to get.
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CHAPTER 11: THE RHYTHM

The roster is drawn and the scoreboard is up on the wall of the front

conference room, green where they’re winning and red where they’re

not, and the first weekly meeting has come and gone with its ugly

grade attached to it.

Edward has started to believe that the hard part is behind him, that

the machine is mostly built now and what’s left is letting it idle. So

he’s not ready for what Cig says when he walks into All Star

Mechanical at ten till seven on a Tuesday in March, coffee in a paper

cup, breath fogging in the cold before the door closes behind him.

“You’ve got a system your team touches once a week,” Cig says.

“A business runs every day. Which means right now you’ve got a

plan that finds out on Thursday what broke on Monday, and by

Thursday the thing that broke has had three more days to get worse.

You feel that gap yet?”

Edward does feel it. He’s felt it all week without a name for it. The

weekly meeting surfaced the crane that never showed on the Carmel

job, but by the time it surfaced the crew had already lost a day and a

half standing around a hole in the ground.

The number that would eventually turn a scoreboard cell red had

already been spent, gone, unrecoverable, and there was nothing the

meeting could do but write it down.

“So we close it,” Cig says. “Not with another meeting. Your

business doesn’t need another meeting. It needs a huddle.”

•  •  •

He gathers them that morning at 7:45 in the shop bay, because Cig

says the huddle belongs where the work is, not in a carpeted room

where people get comfortable, and comfortable is the enemy of
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fifteen minutes.

Andrea is there with a laptop, and Kevin, and Megan, and Rocky

with his ledger face on, and Jake Peterson standing off to the side

with his arms crossed. That’s the way a man stands when he’s been

building things for twenty-three years and doesn’t need a stand-up

meeting to tell him how his day is going.

“Three questions,” Cig says. “That’s the whole thing. Everybody

answers all three, fast. What did you get done since yesterday. What

are you doing today. What’s in your way. Yesterday, today, obstacle.

Then you go to work.”

“That’s it,” Kevin says. “That’s the meeting.”

“That’s the huddle. It is not a meeting, and the difference is the

whole point, so hear me on it.” Cig sets his cup down on a

workbench. “You stand up. You don’t sit, because the second people

sit down the clock stops mattering. Same time every morning. Starts

on time whether everyone’s in the circle or not, because the moment

you wait for the last guy, you’ve taught the whole team that the last

guy sets the schedule. And fifteen minutes, hard stop. Not fifteen-ish.

Fifteen.”

Andrea has a role in this, Cig tells them: she’s the Huddle Captain,

and her job isn’t to run the show, it’s to catch the commitments as

they fall so nothing said out loud dies in the air. Edward notices she’s

already opened a fresh page before Cig finishes the sentence.

“And the rule that makes all of it work,” Cig says, “the one you’re

going to break this morning because everybody breaks it the first

time: no solving. Nothing gets solved in the huddle. Somebody names

an obstacle, you write it down, you move on. The huddle surfaces

issues. The weekly meeting solves them. You mix those two up and

you’ve got neither.”

Jake makes a sound that isn’t quite a laugh. “So a guy tells me his

whole crew’s blocked and I’m supposed to say, noted, next?”

“You’re supposed to say, noted, who owns getting it unblocked,

and next,” Cig says, unbothered. “The solving happens after. Just not
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standing in a circle burning everybody else’s fifteen minutes on a

problem that belongs to two people.”

“Alright.” Jake uncrosses his arms, which for Jake is a standing

ovation. “Let’s see it, then.”

•  •  •

It goes wrong in about ninety seconds.

Kevin starts, because Kevin always starts, and he moves through

his three questions clean and fast, and Edward thinks, this is easy,

we’re going to be back at our desks by 8:00. Then it gets to Jake, and

Jake gets to his obstacle, and his obstacle is the inspector.

“City pushed the rough-in inspection on the Carmel job to

Thursday,” Jake says. “Which means my guys are standing on

Wednesday. Again.”

“Wait, they moved it?” Kevin’s head comes up. “They confirmed

Tuesday. I’ve got the email.”

“Well the email and the inspector aren’t talking, because the

inspector told my foreman Thursday.”

And it’s off, and Edward watches it go and can’t stop it, the way

you can’t stop a truck that’s already rolling. Kevin’s pulling the

confirmation up on his phone.

Megan is saying maybe they can reschedule the sheet-metal

delivery to Wednesday and pull the equipment set forward so the

crew’s not idle, and Rocky is doing the math on what an idle crew

day costs against the change order they haven’t billed yet.

Jake is explaining, to nobody and everybody, exactly why the city

does this, why they always do this, why he told them at the pre-con

that this permit office was the slowest in the county.

Now three people are talking at once about whether they should

call the inspector’s supervisor or just eat the day, and the number of

people who are actually doing anything productive in this circle has

dropped to zero.
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Edward looks at the clock on the shop wall. It’s 8:04. They’re

nineteen minutes into a fifteen-minute huddle and they’re not close to

done.

Cig is standing exactly where he started, hands in his pockets,

watching the whole thing burn with an expression Edward can only

describe as patient, and he realizes Cig isn’t going to save them. Cig

is going to let it run all the way into the ground so Edward can feel

the floor.

At 8:11 it finally sputters out, everybody a little annoyed, nothing

decided, the crew on the Carmel job no less idle than it was

twenty-six minutes ago.

“Okay,” Cig says, into the silence. “How long was that?”

Nobody answers. Andrea checks her page. “Twenty-six minutes.”

“Twenty-six minutes, and tell me what got solved.”

“Nothing,” Megan says.

“Nothing. Everybody had a good idea. That’s the trap. It wasn’t

that anybody was wasting time, it’s that everybody was trying to help,

and a whole circle of people trying to help one problem is how you

turn a fifteen-minute huddle into a forty-minute meeting that solves it

worse than two people would’ve solved it over coffee.” Cig looks at

Jake. “Say your obstacle again. Just the obstacle. Don’t sell me the

inspector’s life story.”

Jake’s jaw works. “Inspection got pushed to Thursday. Crew’s

blocked Wednesday.”

“Who owns getting it unblocked before Wednesday?”

A beat. Then Kevin: “Me. I’ve got the confirmation, I’ll get on the

phone with the office the second we break.”

“Then that’s the huddle,” Cig says. “Obstacle named, owner

assigned, and it goes on the Hit List for Tuesday’s meeting if Kevin

can’t move it by then. Nobody else in this circle had to spend a single

minute on it. Andrea, you got Kevin’s name on it?”

“Got it.”
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“That’s the whole discipline. You’re not solving. You’re surfacing

and assigning. The huddle’s a smoke detector, it is not the fire

department.” Cig picks his coffee back up. “Run it again tomorrow.

Same time, same spot. It’ll be twenty minutes tomorrow, fifteen by

Friday, and inside two weeks you won’t be able to imagine starting

the day without it.”

•  •  •

He’s right, which by now doesn’t surprise Edward.

By Thursday the huddle is at sixteen minutes. By the middle of the

next week it’s landing at thirteen, and something has changed in the

shop bay that Edward can feel before he can name it, a kind of

tautness.

People are showing up already knowing their three answers

because they don’t want to be the one fumbling for what they got

done. Jake, who called it a stand-up meeting with contempt on day

one, is now the one who says “we’re at fourteen, let’s move” when

somebody starts drifting toward the inspector’s life story.

The obstacles surface in a day now instead of festering for a week,

and the ones that need real work go where they belong, onto the Hit

List, into Tuesday, where there’s time to take them apart.

And the app is what holds it all together.

It’s a plain thing, off-the-shelf, no gloss to it, the kind of simple

shared app any company can stand up in an afternoon. Cig didn’t

build it. He just made them put the tools somewhere everybody could

see and touch, and Edward doesn’t fully understand until the second

week what that’s actually for. It’s just where the tools live now. The

roster is in it, every position and who owns it. The scoreboard’s in it,

so the green and red aren’t only on the conference-room wall

anymore, they’re in Jake’s pocket on the jobsite.

The 30-Day Play is in it, the one thing the whole company is

running this month. The Hit List is in it, so when Kevin says “put it

on the list” in the huddle, Andrea’s thumb has already done it before



mattfoss.com

96

the sentence ends, and it’s waiting there Tuesday morning with

Kevin’s name on it. State it, root cause, decide, own it, the columns

sitting empty until the meeting fills them.

The one-on-one notes are in it too, quiet, just between the two

people who had the conversation.

“It’s not the system,” Cig tells him, the first morning Edward

catches himself calling the app the system. “Don’t ever let anybody

on your team believe the app is the system. The app is where the

system keeps its records. The roster’s still the roster if the power’s

out. But a system that lives only in your head and your calendar,

you’re still the bottleneck, you’ve just hidden it better. Put it

somewhere everybody can see it and everybody can touch it, and now

it’s theirs, not yours.”

The team starts touching it. Andrea updates the Hit List in real

time. Kevin logs his crew counts into the scoreboard before he’s out

of the parking lot. Megan keeps her precon stats current to the day.

Rocky, God bless Rocky, has color-coded something Cig never asked

him to color-code.

The thing fills up with the actual pulse of the company, and

Edward can open it at 6:00 in the morning from his kitchen table and

know, without calling a single person, what happened yesterday and

what’s blocked today.

The first morning he does that, he sits in his kitchen in the dark

before anyone else is up, and reads the whole company off a screen

the size of his hand. It’s the first morning in longer than he can

remember that he doesn’t drive to the shop with a knot in his

stomach.

The knot was always the not-knowing, the twenty things that

might be on fire that he wouldn’t find out about until somebody

walked into his office at noon. The not-knowing is gone now,

replaced by a Hit List with owners on it and a scoreboard that told

him the truth while he slept.
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Not everyone keeps it fed the same. Some people will let it slide

long before Edward notices, and he doesn’t see it yet.

•  •  •

What he does see, the thing that lands and stays, comes on a gray

Tuesday two weeks in, when Cig catches him after the huddle and

asks him a question that has nothing to do with HVAC.

“You played safety,” Cig says. It’s not a question, but he waits

like it is.

“I did.”

“Walk-on. Practice squad for two years before you saw a real

snap.” Cig leans back against the workbench, arms folded, catcher’s

eyes on him. “So let me ask you something about those years. The

morning after a loss. A bad one, a game you should’ve won, and

you’re sitting there at whatever, six-forty in the morning, and there’s

a film session at seven. Were you motivated to be in that room?”

Edward almost laughs. “No.”

“No. You wanted to be in bed.”

“I wanted to be anywhere else. Nobody wants to watch themselves

get beat in slow motion at seven in the morning.”

“But you were there.”

“Of course I was there.”

“Why.” Cig lets it sit. “You just told me you didn’t want to be.

You weren’t feeling it. The motivation was gone, it was in bed where

you wanted to be. So why were you in that film room at seven?”

Edward opens his mouth and finds the answer is so obvious it’s

almost hard to say. “Because that’s when film was. You showed up.

That was the whole deal. You didn’t decide every morning whether

you felt like being a football player. You just were one, and being one

meant seven o’clock, so you were there at seven.” He stops. The rest

of it comes up on its own. “The session didn’t need me motivated. It

needed me in the chair. The motivation could stay in bed where I

wanted it. I just had to be in the room.”
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“There it is.” Cig claps the workbench once, that flat crack of a

sound he makes when Edward says something true. “You just

explained the whole thing to yourself, and I didn’t have to say a word

of it. And here’s the part every leader gets backwards.” He steps off

the bench. “You’ve been trying to run this company on motivation.

Yours mostly. You get fired up, you push the team, things move for a

week, and then the fire dies down the way fire always does, and

everything drifts back to where it was, and you wonder why you can’t

make it stick. You can’t make it stick because motivation was never

going to hold it. Motivation rises and falls. Systems create

consistency.”

The line goes into Edward the way the true ones always do,

quietly, permanently.

“That’s what the huddle is,” Cig says. “That’s what the weekly

meeting is, and the scoreboard, and the play. It’s that same seven

o’clock film session, run for your whole company. It runs every

morning whether anybody feels like it, and the day nobody feels like

it is exactly the day it matters most, because that’s the day the

standard would slip if there were nothing holding it up but

everybody’s mood.” He picks his coffee back up. “The standard lives

in the rhythm. Run it every morning. You don’t have to feel it. You

just have to run it.”

Edward stands in the shop bay after Cig leaves, and he notices

something he hasn’t had words for until right now. For weeks he’s

been carrying the team, pushing them, the way he pushed himself in

those practice-squad years, by force of will, by wanting it badly

enough for everyone. And somewhere in the last two weeks the

pushing stopped being his.

The huddle happens now at 7:45 whether he’s animated about it or

not. The scoreboard fills whether he chases people or not. The rhythm

has started to carry the weight he used to carry alone, and the strange,

light feeling in his chest is what it feels like to set something down

and find it doesn’t fall.
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•  •  •

It’s 8:20 and the twins are supposed to be winding down, and Grace is

holding court in the living room about something involving three of

her friends and a fundraiser, but Francis isn’t with her. Edward finds

him in the garage under the single bulb, in the cold, in his socks,

doing push-ups on the concrete floor. Counting under his breath.

Forty-one, forty-two.

Edward leans in the doorway and watches. He knows the routine

because Francis has done it every night for a year, the same order

every time, the push-ups and then the sit-ups and then the squats, and

then he’ll grab the bat and hit fifty off the tee into the net Edward

hung in the corner, ground balls after that if there’s light, and he does

it the way other kids don’t do anything, on his own, unprompted,

eyeing the count like the count is a promise he made to somebody.

“Bud,” Edward says. “It’s cold out here. It’s late. You could skip a

night, you know. One night won’t hurt you.”

“Dad.” There’s a flash of plain ten-year-old irritation in it, a kid

who wishes his father would go back inside and let him be. “You’re

making me lose count.” He finishes the push-up he’s on anyway.

Fifty. He rolls onto his back for the sit-ups without looking up. “And I

don’t skip.”

“But do you want to be out here right now? Honest.”

Francis thinks about it the way he thinks about everything,

seriously, like the question deserves a real answer. “Not really,” he

says. “It’s cold.” He hooks his feet under the bench and starts his

sit-ups. One. Two. “But I do it every day. That’s just the deal I

made.”

Edward doesn’t say anything. There’s nothing to say. He doesn’t

stay to watch the fifty. He’s seen the fifty a thousand times and he’ll

see it a thousand more, and the boy doesn’t take them for an audience

anyway. He puts his hand flat on the cold door and stands there one

more second, and behind him the first swing lands in the net, thock, in

the dark, unwitnessed, exactly the way it would land if no one in the
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world were home. Then he goes inside, up the stairs, past the room

where Grace is still holding court. Behind him the swings keep

coming, one after another, on time. Nobody is making him. That was

the whole point.
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CHAPTER 12: HOLD THE LINE

It’s a Tuesday, and the weekly meeting is nine minutes old when

Edward notices Jake’s board is a week stale, the actuals from last

Tuesday still sitting there while Jake walks the room through his jobs

from memory. Easy, confident, twenty-three years of knowing his

sites in his bones. It’s nearly right. Every instinct Edward has says let

it go.

This is Jake. Jake called the first behavior this company ever

agreed on. Nobody in the building would say a word if Edward let it

slide, and that’s exactly the trap, because the thing you wave past for

the man everybody respects is the thing you’ve quietly made optional

for everybody.

“Jake. Hold on.” Edward keeps it easy. “Where’s your number?”

Jake glances at his own column, green in a week that’s since gone

a different color. “I know my jobs, Ed. Carmel’s on schedule, Fishers

is a day behind on the duct and we eat it back Monday. It’s up here.”

He taps his temple, a foreman who’s always carried it up there.

“I believe you,” Edward says, and means it, and says the rest

anyway, because Say It Straight starts with him or it doesn’t start.

“But up there is where it lived for all of us for years, and up there is

why nobody could ever tell if we were winning. The standard was

never that you know your jobs. You’ve always known your jobs. It’s

that the board knows them too, current before this meeting, so if you

got hit by a bus tomorrow, God forbid, we could still run your sites

Tuesday morning without cracking your head open to find out how.”

A couple of people almost smile. “That’s Two Degrees. A stale board

is the small miss. And it doesn’t bend because you’ve got

twenty-three years and I’d hand you my kids. If anything it bends less

for you, because the whole room is watching whether it bends for you

at all.”
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Jake looks at the old numbers a second. Then he nods, once, the

way he does, pulls out his phone, and doesn’t manufacture a reason.

“Live before we grade it,” he says.

“That’s the whole thing,” Edward says. “Name it, correct it, run

the next play. Nobody’s in trouble. The board just has to be true.”

And then, because a standard that only ever catches people is a

punishment with better branding, Edward does the other half. Two

positions down, Sara Ross has a red cell on her own line, a handoff

that slipped last week that she could have quietly left green. She put it

up there herself, in red, with a note on what she’s already doing about

it.

“And that,” Edward says, tipping his head at Sara’s cell, “is the

same standard from the other side. Sara flagged her own miss before

anybody had to find it. Her name on it, on purpose. That’s Say It

Straight, the hardest version, the kind you run on yourself when you

could’ve hidden it clean.” Sara colors, not used to being held up. “I’ll

take a red cell somebody owns over a green one nobody checked,

every day.”

Edward looks around the table, at the beloved veteran fixing his

board without a fight and the quiet coordinator who called her own

miss out loud, and understands the thing under all of it. A standard

isn’t what he painted on a wall or said on a Tuesday. It’s only ever the

worst behavior he’s willing to walk past.

•  •  •

“You’ve got two people you don’t know what to do with,” Cig says,

“and you think they’re the same kind of problem, and they are

opposite problems, and until you can tell them apart you’re going to

keep doing the wrong thing with both. So today I’m going to give you

the tool that tells them apart. Then you, not me, are going to go do

something about it.”

They’re in the warehouse office. Edward knows exactly who the

two people are. He’s known for a long time. He has a top producer
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poisoning the water and a loyal veteran drowning, and for two years

he’s treated both situations the same way: by doing nothing and

hoping.

“Here’s the whole tool,” Cig says. “Two questions. Not one. And

every people problem you’ve ever had, you’ve had because you

smashed these two questions into one and answered them together.”

He writes them on the board.

Does this person live how we do things? That’s Character Fit. Do

they hold the standard, the actual behaviors on the wall.

Can this person do the job? That’s Position Fit. Are they hitting

the numbers, holding the five jobs of the position.

“That’s it. Character and position. And the trap, the trap you’ve

been in for two years, is that you think a yes on one buys a pass on the

other. It does not. They are separate.” A beat. “A guy can be great at

the job and rotten to the core. A guy can be a saint and completely

underwater in his position. Answer them together and you’ll keep the

rotten producer because he’s good at the job and you’ll fire the good

man because he’s bad at the job, and both of those are catastrophes,

and both of those are exactly what you’ve been about to do.” He

looks at Edward. “So. Marcus. Two questions. Answer them

separately. Character first. Does Marcus live how you do things?”

Edward doesn’t have to think about it. He’s been not thinking

about it on purpose for two years.

“No.” It comes out flat, and it’s a relief to say it. “He hid a

hundred-and-forty-thousand-dollar hole for three months so it

wouldn’t touch his number. That’s the exact opposite of Say It

Straight. He cuts corners on the handoffs and lets the field eat it.

That’s Two Degrees, every job. He berated a coordinator in front of a

customer until she left the room. He does not live one single value on

that wall. Character fit is no.”

“Now the other question, and keep it separate. Can he do the job?

Can Marcus sell?”

“Yes. He’s the best closer I’ve ever had. Position fit is yes.”
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“So there’s your diagnosis,” Cig says. “Character no, position yes.

And here’s the rule, and it’s the most important rule in the whole

method, so I want you to feel it. Position problems are coachable.

Character problems are not.” He waits for it to land. “If a good person

is bad at the job, you can teach, you can train, you can move them to a

position that fits. But if a person is good at the job and won’t live the

standard, there is nothing to coach, because the problem isn’t a skill

they’re missing. It’s a choice they keep making. And every day you

keep a talented person who won’t live the standard, you are not

keeping a producer. You are teaching everybody who does live it that

the standard is for suckers. Your best people are watching Marcus

keep his job. Ask yourself what that’s teaching Andrea.”

Edward already knows what it’s teaching Andrea. He’s watched

Andrea learn it.

•  •  •

“Before you do anything,” Cig says, “I’m going to make you answer

three questions, because I don’t ever want you walking into a room to

end a man’s job carrying guilt that isn’t yours. Guilt makes you soft

in the exact moment you need to be clear, and soft is unkind, because

soft drags it out. So. One. Have you been clear with Marcus about

what’s expected? Actually clear, not clear in your own head.”

Edward thinks about it honestly. “For two years, no. For the last

month, completely. The values are on the wall. The behaviors are

ones the team built. He was in the room.”

“Two. Does he have a number that shows him he’s not winning?

Not your opinion. Data.”

“It’s on the scoreboard. Green on revenue, red on callbacks, red on

transition meetings, red on margin. He’s seen it. Everyone’s seen it.”

“Three. Have you had the honest conversation? Straight, to his

face, the problem named?”

“Not yet.”
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“Then that’s the only thing standing between you and a clear

conscience,” Cig says. “You’ve been clear. He has the number. The

one thing you haven’t done is the one thing you’re afraid of, which is

say it to his face. So here’s the last piece, and then I’m out of it,

because this part is yours and it has to be yours.” A beat. “When a

good person is failing the position, you coach them, you give them

real time, you help them, you move them. When a person fails on

character, you still give them a fair, documented path, because the

standard applies even to how you remove someone. It’s called the

three-step. Coaching conversation, thirty days. Development

conversation, sixty. Decision conversation, if it comes to it. You do it

clean and you do it kind and you document it, so it’s fair, and so

nobody in the building ever thinks the standard is a mood. But

Edward.” He leans forward. “You already know how it ends with

Marcus. A man who hid a hundred and forty grand doesn’t usually

rediscover his integrity because you scheduled a meeting about it.

Run it fair anyway. And run it yourself. I don’t walk into that room.

Coaches don’t take the field.”

•  •  •

Edward runs it himself. It takes about a month, and it ends the way

Cig said it would.

The first conversation is straight and it’s documented and it’s,

Edward makes sure, fair. He names the specific behaviors. He shows

Marcus the board. He tells him exactly what has to change and by

when, and he tells him the truth: this isn’t about the number he sells.

It’s about the man he’s being while he sells it.

And Marcus does what men like Marcus do when the standard

finally comes for them. He’s charming, then wounded, then

threatening, across three conversations. He points out how much he

books. He suggests, not quite out loud, that a lot of that revenue might

follow him out the door. He tells Edward that he’s changed, in the

exact tone of a man who hasn’t.
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Edward holds the line. It’s the hardest thing he’s done in the

building in years, and he does it without Cig in the room. Every cell

in the old wiring, the walk-on who worshipped production, screams at

him to find a way to keep the guy who puts up numbers.

He holds the line anyway. He keeps thinking about Andrea

watching, about his daughter who asked him once if he ever said

something, and about somewhere a woman waiting to find out if the

man she married can hold a standard when it costs him.

The last conversation is short. Marcus already knows. There’s a

version of this scene that happens in the office, and there’s one that

happens in the parking lot. It happens in the parking lot, because

Marcus asks to walk out and Edward walks him. At Marcus’s truck

the charm is finally gone. He’s just a man who was very good at one

thing and never willing to be good at the rest. He looks at Edward and

says, “You’re making a mistake. That board’s going to look a lot

worse without my number on it.” And then he says the one true thing

he says the whole time, the one that lands because it’s half fair. “You

ran this place with no standard at all for two years, Ed. I’m the guy

whose numbers kept your lights on while you did it. Now you’ve got

religion and all of a sudden I’m the problem.”

Edward makes himself take it, because part of it’s true and

ducking the true part would be its own kind of lie. “You’re not wrong

about the two years,” he says. “That part’s mine, and I’m not going to

stand here and pretend it isn’t. I let you run with no standard because

your number was easy to love and the conversation was hard, and

every corner you learned to cut, I taught you that you could. I own

that.” He doesn’t move off the spot. “But I put the standard on that

wall two months ago and ran you through the same thirty days I’d run

anybody, and you spent them threatening to walk your book out the

door instead of changing one thing about how you treat people. The

two years were my failure, Marcus. These last thirty were yours.”

“Maybe the board looks worse for a quarter,” he says. “But my

best people get to watch me choose the standard over the number
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today, and that’s worth more than your number. I hope you land

somewhere that’s a better fit than we were. I mean that.”

Marcus gets in his truck. Some of his revenue does follow him.

The board does look worse for a quarter, exactly like he said.

It’s the best decision Edward makes all year, and he knows it

before Marcus is out of the lot.

•  •  •

Kevin is the opposite problem, and Edward almost gets it wrong,

because for a while he thinks the two conversations are the same

conversation.

They aren’t. He runs Kevin through the same two questions and

gets the mirror image. Character fit. Does Kevin live how they do

things. Yes. Completely. Kevin is honest, loyal, the first one to own a

mistake, the last one to blame a crew. Kevin lives every value on that

wall and has for fourteen years.

Position fit. Can Kevin do the VP of Operations job at this size.

And here Edward has to be honest in a different, harder way, because

the answer is no, and it’s been no for a while, and it’s nobody’s fault.

The job Kevin was great at when the company was twelve million

dollars became a different job at eighteen, a job of systems and not

heroics. It outran him, and he’s been drowning quiet ever since,

exactly like he said in his office that first honest day.

Character yes. Position no. That’s not a firing but a redeployment,

and the difference between the two is the difference between a

company people trust and one they fear.

The conversation with Kevin isn’t in a parking lot. It’s in Kevin’s

office, with the door shut, and it’s the conversation Edward rehearsed

for two years and got completely wrong every single time, because

every version he rehearsed was a firing, and this isn’t a firing.

“The VP job outgrew you,” Edward says, “and that’s on me for

not seeing it sooner and for never once defining the position so you

had a shot at it. But here’s what I know about you. There is not a
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person in this company who runs a field operation better than you.

Not one. The problem was never you. It was me putting you in a

position that stopped fitting three years ago and then being frustrated

you didn’t fit it.” He slides a piece of paper across the desk. A

position. Field Operations Manager. Built on paper, clean, the five

jobs, the numbers, a position that’s real. “This is a position I need

won, and I think you’re the only person in the building who can win

it. It’s not a demotion. It’s me finally putting my best field man back

on the field. I should have done it a year ago. I’m sorry I didn’t.”

Kevin looks at the page for a long time. He doesn’t pick it up.

When he looks up, what’s in his face isn’t the thing Edward rehearsed

him having, not relief, not gratitude. It’s something more complicated

and harder to sit across from, a man rearranging in real time the story

he’s told himself about who he is in this building, and losing.

“Field Operations Manager,” Kevin says, and he reads the title

back flat, and there’s a thing under the flat that Edward has never

heard from Kevin in fourteen years: a coolness. “So that’s the title

now.” He doesn’t say the rest. He doesn’t have to. VP of Operations

helped Edward build this company when it was three trucks and a

phone, and the words on that page are smaller words, and both of

them can see them sitting there being smaller.

“It’s not a demotion,” Edward says.

“You keep saying that.” Kevin stands up, and he’s not angry,

which would be easier, he’s just done for today. “I hear you. I do. Let

me think about it.” He doesn’t pick up the page. He leaves it on the

desk on his way out, squared to the edge the way he squares

everything.

Edward sits alone with a position nobody accepted, and

understands that he did the right thing, and that the right thing doesn’t

get to feel finished just because you finally did it.

•  •  •
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It takes Kevin a week to come back, and when he comes back he says

yes, and the yes isn’t clean, and Edward has to learn to let a yes be

unclean.

He catches Edward in the yard on a Tuesday, out by the trucks,

where Kevin has always been most himself. He says he’ll take it, he’ll

run field operations. Then he says the other thing, the real reason he

came out to the yard instead of the office: a man says the hard thing

where he has his feet under him. “I’ll do it,” Kevin says. “But I want

to say the part you don’t want to hear. Everybody in that building is

going to know. Fourteen years I’ve been VP, and now I’ve got a

smaller title, and Andrea’s a kid and she’s going up and I’m going the

other way, and every one of them is going to do the math on it in

about four seconds.” He is not loud. He is worse than loud, he is level.

“So don’t tell me it’s not a demotion again. It is one. I get why. I even

think you’re right. But you don’t get to make me feel good about it on

top of everything else. That part’s mine to carry.”

And here’s where the old Edward would have run the white horse

in, would have listed the reasons again, the money that isn’t changing,

the respect that isn’t changing. He would have tried to talk Kevin out

of a feeling because the feeling was uncomfortable to stand in.

He doesn’t do that. He puts his hands in his pockets and makes

himself hold still and let a man he loves be hurt in front of him

without reaching in to fix it. It doesn’t look like anything from the

outside, two men standing by a truck saying nothing.

“You’re right,” Edward says finally. “It’s a demotion, and people

are going to talk, and I’m not going to insult you by pretending

otherwise. I’d rather have you swinging on the field than drowning at

a desk, and I know that’s easy for me to say from where I’m standing.

You don’t have to feel good about it. You just have to be willing to do

it.” A beat. “That’s all I’ve got. I’m not going to sell it to you.”

Kevin nods, once. “Okay then,” he says, and gets in the truck. It’s

not a triumph. It’s just a man agreeing to do a hard thing while it still

tastes bad, the only kind of agreement that ever really holds.
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The genuine part doesn’t come for months, and Edward almost

misses it when it does, because it arrives with no announcement. It’s

late summer, and he walks a job in Carmel unannounced. There’s

Kevin in the middle of a crew at seven-forty in the morning, sleeves

up, walking a young superintendent through a duct run.

He’s lit up in a way Edward hasn’t seen on him since the company

was small, easy in his body, quick, home. Kevin doesn’t see him.

Edward stands at the edge of it and watches the man he almost lost to

a desk be the best in the building at the thing he was actually built for.

He understands that the yes he got in the yard, cool and grudging

and half turned away, was the truest yes Kevin had in him that day.

Some men can only walk toward a thing while still looking back at

what they’re giving up. You don’t get to schedule the morning the

resentment finally burns off. You keep the man, and you wait, and

one Tuesday in Carmel it’s just gone, and neither of you ever says a

word about it.

•  •  •

There’s a coda to all of it that Edward doesn’t find out about for two

weeks.

Sara Ross is a project coordinator. She’s good, quiet, the kind of

person who holds a lot of a company together without anyone putting

it on a board. She was one of the coordinators Marcus used to berate.

In the top drawer of her desk, under a box of pens, she had a

resignation letter she had written and not sent, waiting to see if this

new standard business was real or just another poster.

The day Marcus’s truck left the lot, she took the letter out of the

drawer and threw it away.

She never tells Edward. He finds out from Andrea, who found out

because Sara told her, because that’s how it works in a company, the

truth moving quietly along the floor where the owner can’t always see

it. Edward hears it and has to sit down for a second, because it lands

harder than anything on any scoreboard.
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He almost lost her. He almost lost a good person he didn’t even

know was standing at the door, and the only thing that made her stay

was watching him finally hold a line he had let slide for two years.

He had always thought holding a standard was about the person on

the other end of it. It never was. It was about everyone else in the

building, watching, deciding whether to believe him.

He drives home that night and does not check his phone once.

When he walks in, Alison is at the counter, and she looks up. For a

second she holds his eyes, really holds them, the way she used to

before there was a drift to come back from.
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CHAPTER 13: THE AT-BATS

The board does look worse without Marcus’s number on it, exactly

the way Marcus said it would from the window of his truck. It looks

worse for longer than Edward let himself believe it would, and that

starts, quietly, to scare him.

New bookings, the stat that measures the work coming in the door,

pays the payroll and the diesel and keeps the run-rate a run-rate

instead of a memory. It sits red the first month after Marcus, which

Edward expected. It sits red the second month too, and that he didn’t

expect.

By the last Tuesday of the second month, Edward stands in front

of the wall before anyone else is in the building, looking at a number

under target for eight straight weeks. He feels the old animal wake up

in his chest, the one he thought the year had put down.

The old animal has one move. It wants to push.

•  •  •

Nate Boyd is the man Edward promoted to run sales, and he’s scared,

for a good reason. The red on the wall has his name on it now, and it

never had his name on it before.

For six years Nate carried Marcus’s water, the number two on a

two-man show, a former small-college wrestler who never got to run

anything because Marcus ran everything and let no light in around it.

Now Marcus is gone, and the light is all on Nate, and it’s the color

red.

He’s honest, Nate, and he works like a man who cut weight for

four years and learned in a hot room that effort is a thing you can

always give more of. That’s exactly why he’s dangerous right now:

when a hardworking man gets scared, the first thing he reaches for is
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more effort, and effort isn’t the same thing as a plan.

They have the meeting on a Tuesday, and it’s the wrong meeting,

and Edward is the one who makes it wrong. Edward’s wiring and

Nate’s wiring are the same wiring, and they feed each other across the

table like two dogs winding each other up at a fence.

“We are down four hundred grand in bookings against where we

need to be,” Edward says, “and I don’t want to hear about last quarter.

I want to know what we’re going to do this week.”

“We sell more,” Nate says, and there is heat in it, and relief in it,

because it is finally a thing he can grab. “Everybody sells more. I’ll

have the guys out there five days a week, I’ll get in front of anything

with a pulse, we chase everything, we sharpen the pencil where we

have to. Whatever it takes. We claw it back.”

“Whatever it takes,” Edward says, and he means it, and it is the

worst sentence either of them has said in a month, and neither of them

can hear it.

•  •  •

What it takes, it turns out, is chaos.

For three weeks the sales side of All Star runs hot and loose and

busy as a kicked hive, and every single day of it feels like work, and

almost none of it is. Nate is out of the office at seven and back at

seven, and his two reps with him, and they’re in front of people,

which feels like the answer, except they’re in front of the wrong

people.

They chase a light-commercial retrofit ninety minutes south in

Bloomington, a job three counties outside any radius the company

can service without bleeding a crew’s whole day to windshield time,

and they win it. Nate sharpens the pencil to win it, gives a point and a

half off the number to close a job the company should have run

screaming from.

The win goes up on the board as revenue. The job goes into the

schedule as a wound.
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Nate closes another on pure force of personality, a hero shot, the

kind of win that teaches a sales team exactly nothing because there’s

no way to run it back.

And the whole time, the thing that’s supposed to move doesn’t

move. Bookings tick up one week on the Bloomington job and the

hero shot, and Edward feels the relief of it for about four days. Then it

sags right back down. A hive isn’t a system, and a spike isn’t a trend,

and you can’t build next month out of a thing you can’t do again.

Worse, the margin stat under the bookings stat starts to soften. A

pencil sharpened in a panic is just Marcus’s disease wearing a scared

man’s face, work booked at a number that loses money the day the

crew rolls. Edward stands in front of the board on a Tuesday and sees,

with a lurch, that in trying to un-become the company Marcus built,

he’s speed-running his way right back into it.

Nate’s exhausted. He’s given everything a wrestler knows how to

give, all of it, and the board’s still red. He comes into Edward’s office

on a Friday with the gray face of a man who’s emptied the tank and

watched the gauge not move. “I don’t know what else to do,” he says.

“I’m doing more than Marcus ever did. I’m out there every day. And

it’s not working.”

Edward doesn’t have an answer for him. That’s how Edward

knows it’s time to make a phone call.

•  •  •

Cig sits in on the following Tuesday, in the chair against the wall,

notebook open. He lets the sales number come up on the screen red

for the ninth straight week and lets the room sit in it. Then he does the

thing he does: he doesn’t give anybody an answer. He takes a thing

everybody thinks they understand and turns it a quarter turn until they

don’t.

“Nate,” he says. “What’s the stat you’re getting graded on. Say it

out loud.”

“New bookings,” Nate says. “Revenue in the door.”
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“Okay.” Cig leans forward, forearms on the table. “Now walk me

through Monday morning. You wake up, you come in, you’re going

to go make that number go up. What’s the first thing you actually do?

Not the goal. The action. What do you do first.”

Nate opens his mouth and finds nothing in it. “I mean. I go sell.”

“How. Walk into my office right now and put more bookings on

that board. Go ahead.”

“I can’t just make somebody sign.”

“No,” Edward says, before Cig can, and the room shifts toward

him, because it’s the owner talking now and not the coach. He’s

looking at the board, at the one line he never built right. “You can’t.

And that’s on me, Nate, not you. I hung an outcome over your head.

Bookings isn’t a thing you do on a Monday, it’s what’s left over after

you do the things you can do, and I built that exact layer into every

other line in this company months ago, the leading number under the

lagging one, and I never once built it under yours. I’ve been standing

over you grading you on the weather.”

Cig lets it sit a second, and there’s something pleased in the

stillness. “Say the rest of it, then,” he says. “You already know it.

What do you coach instead.”

“The at-bats. Not the hits.” Edward’s up now, at the board, the

marker in his own hand, which is a thing that hasn’t happened in this

room in a year. “You don’t coach a hitter out of a slump by screaming

at him to get more hits. He presses, he chases junk out of the zone, he

does exactly what this sales team’s done for three weeks, flails at

anything near the plate because the number’s staring at him.” Under

the red bookings number he starts a short column. “So you drill the

swing. First meetings booked, real ones, with a real decision-maker at

a real fit account. Proposals out the door. The follow-ups that actually

happen instead of the ones you meant to make. The true calls, not the

busywork.” He taps each one as he writes it. “These a man can do

Monday morning, feelings or no feelings, red board or green, and if

he does them today he did them today, gradeable, real. You grade
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these and you leave the bookings number up top alone, because it

already happened, and you cannot coach a thing that already

happened.”

“Because a hit’s just a good swing with some luck stacked on it,”

Cig says, “and you can’t schedule luck. You can schedule the swing.”

He doesn’t take the marker back. “That’s the whole trick, and you just

ran it yourself, which tells me you didn’t call me here to learn it. You

already own that half.” A beat. “You called me here because knowing

the swing hasn’t once stopped you from screaming at the scoreboard

the second it goes red. That’s the half you don’t have yet.”

“I did this to myself once,” Cig says, his own scar laid on the table

as a lesson. “Company I built before this. A quarter went sideways,

and I did precisely what you two did. I got scared and I got loud. I

told my sales team to close anything that moved and I sharpened the

pencil on a client I knew in my gut was going to be a nightmare, and

we booked the quarter, and I felt like a genius for about six weeks,

and then that client ate a year of my best people’s lives. I chased the

outcome and I got the outcome and the outcome nearly killed me.

Nobody had to teach me the inputs after that. The client taught me.

I’m trying to save you the tuition.”

•  •  •

But the inputs are only half of it. The harder half is the one that

actually loses companies.

“Here’s the question under the question,” he says, back in his chair

now. “Why did you two start screaming sell more the second the

board went red? It’s not because you’re stupid. It’s because you

couldn’t stand to wait. The whole reason a leader chases the outcome

directly, the reason he blows up his own pipeline sharpening pencils,

is that he isn’t willing to do the disciplined thing for as long as it takes

to work. That’s all impatience is. It’s a lack of faith in the math.”

Nate’s been quiet, taking it, and now he says it slow, like it’s

coming up from a long way back. “When I was cutting weight, I
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never stepped on the scale every hour. You couldn’t. You’d make

yourself crazy, you’d start doing dumb stuff the morning of,

sweatsuits and spitting in a cup. You ran the plan. The diet, the runs,

the room, every day, and you trusted the number would be on the

scale Friday at weigh-in.” He stops, a little surprised he said it out

loud. “The scale was the outcome. The plan was the only thing I

actually did. I already knew all of this. I just quit doing it the second

that board turned red and I got scared.”

“That’s it exactly,” Cig says, and he points at Nate, not at Edward.

“You don’t need me to teach you patience. You lived it in a wrestling

room for four years, every cut you ever made. You just never carried

it across into the thing that scares you now. The board’s the scale,

Nate. Quit weighing yourself every hour.”

“It is math,” Edward says slowly, because he can feel it now.

“It’s all math, and there’s a delay built into it, and the delay is the

part everybody wants to skip.” Cig lets it sit. “Nate makes his calls

and books his meetings and sends his proposals every single day,

disciplined, boring, the same swing over and over, and the bookings

come. Not this week. Your sales cycle is what, sixty, ninety days

from a first meeting to a signed number? So the meeting he books

tomorrow is money in August. The number on that board today is a

picture of the swings you took in the spring, back when Marcus was

still swinging them, and it’s red because he left and the swinging

stopped for a month while you two panicked. You want the board

green in July, you don’t chase July. You go stack up disciplined

at-bats in April and May and you wait, because a pipeline is a thing

with a delay on it, and the delay does not care how scared you are.”

“We don’t have until August,” Edward says, and there it is, the

fear said out loud. “I’ve got a payroll every two weeks. Rocky, what’s

the real cash picture.”

Rocky doesn’t answer fast, and that itself is the answer, because

Rocky always answers fast. He closes the ledger before he talks,

which he also never does. “We’re tight,” he says. “Tighter than I’ve
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said out loud in this room. We made payroll last Friday off a deposit

that cleared Thursday afternoon, and if that deposit slips a day next

time, I’m moving money around Friday morning to cover the checks.

Two Fridays from now we’re fine. The one after that, if bookings sit

where they’re sitting and nobody pays down that receivable, I’m

making calls I don’t want to make.” He lets it sit, because he’s not a

man who dramatizes and he wants them to feel that he isn’t now.

“And our copper house called me Tuesday. Twenty years we’ve run

net-thirty with them. Their credit desk wants us back to net-fifteen,

because they don’t like the shape of our last two months. That’s the

first time in nine years anybody’s shortened our leash, and those

things travel. One supplier does it, the rest start watching.” He

squares the ledger to the edge of the desk. “So hear me. We are not

underwater. But I can see the water from here, and I could not have

said that a month ago. The discounting on bad-fit jobs is the bigger

leak by a mile, worse than the slow bookings. Stop the panic and

we’ve got runway. But it’s about six weeks of it, not six months, and

I’d be lying to this room if I put the number any higher than that.”

The room is quiet in a way it hasn’t been. Six weeks is close

enough to touch.

“Then hear what he just told you,” Cig says, “because that’s the

exact pressure that makes a scared man do the dumb thing twice. Six

weeks and a supplier watching. It’s real, and I’m not going to pretend

it isn’t.” He looks at Edward, and he does not soften it. “But the panic

is still the problem. Not the red. The red is a number waiting on some

patience. The panic is what turns a tight six weeks into a dead

company.” He does not look away. “You are going to want to reach in

and push this every single week until it turns, and every week you

push it, you teach that sales team to flail instead of drill, and you set

the turn back another month. Your job right now is the hardest job

there is. It’s to hold the line on the inputs and wait, out loud, in front

of everybody, on a number that isn’t going to reward you for it for a

while. Nobody feels motivated staring at a red board in month three.
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That’s the system holding you to a standard when your feelings are

screaming at you to abandon it. Motivation rises and falls, brother.

Systems create consistency. Go be consistent at the thing that works

and boring while you do it.”

•  •  •

Edward drives home that night with the whole lesson turning over in

him, and doesn’t fully own it until he pulls into his driveway in the

last of the light and sees his son.

Francis is in the garage with the door up, in the cold, doing the

thing Francis does every day. It doesn’t matter if there’s a game that

week, or if he went four for four on Saturday, or struck out looking

three times.

The fifty push-ups. The fifty sit-ups. The fifty swings off the tee

into the net in the corner. A ten-year-old who’s decided, without

anyone making him, who he’s going to be.

Edward watches his boy load and stride and swing, the same

swing, over and over, into a net, for nobody, with no scoreboard

anywhere in sight, and it takes the top of his head off. Francis has

never once asked himself whether he got a hit last weekend before

deciding whether to do his reps.

He’s drilling the at-bats in the dark, in the cold, where nobody

claps. That’s the only place a hit is ever actually made.

Edward stands there until his hands are cold, and doesn’t interrupt,

and understands that he built a twenty-million-dollar problem out of

forgetting a thing his ten-year-old never learned to forget.

•  •  •

So they do it the slow way, and Cig makes Edward hold it.

They stop chasing everything and start chasing the right things,

and they build Nate a new scoreboard, and for the first time the top

line, bookings, isn’t the line they coach. Under it, in Nate’s own

column, are the swings Cig drew on the board, the first meetings and
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the proposals and the follow-ups and the real calls.

Those are the numbers Nate gets graded on in the huddle every

morning, and the numbers Edward asks about on Tuesday. And that’s

what saves everybody’s sanity: those numbers can go green in a

week.

Nate can control them, so Nate can win them. Nate has a way to

win on a Monday even while the board above his head is still losing.

And a man who can win the day can survive the month it takes the

quarter to turn.

The input stats go green first, weeks before the outcome does,

disciplined little rows of green stacking up under a bookings number

that stays stubbornly red. Edward learns to read that gap as the single

most hopeful thing on the wall. It’s the future arriving early, quietly,

in a form only a patient man can see.

And the bookings don’t turn in a week, and they don’t turn in the

month, and there’s a Tuesday in the middle where Edward almost

breaks and says sell more again and physically has to close his mouth

on it.

Then, late in the spring, sixty-some days after the disciplined

at-bats started stacking up, a first meeting Nate booked in April closes

in June, clean, at margin, at a fit account they can serve without

bleeding. Then another closes the same way.

The bookings line ticks up, and this time, unlike the hive-week

spike, it doesn’t sag back down. It’s not a spike. It’s a trend, and a

trend is just discipline with enough time on it.

•  •  •

Cig names the last piece on his way out one Tuesday, the way he

saves the biggest thing for the door.

“You feel how this is the same lesson as the whole install, right,”

he says, and it is not really a question. “You didn’t build this

company in a month either. Your first three months of that weekly

meeting were ugly. That first one was an F, and if you’d chased a
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good meeting instead of drilling a consistent one, you’d have quit it

right before it started working, same as you almost quit on Nate right

before June.” He tucks the notebook under his arm. “And it’s never

finished, none of it. Half those stats will be wrong in a year. A

number that’s been green three months straight is a solved problem

taking up space, and some new pain you can’t even see yet is going to

need a stat you haven’t written. That Hit List gets a little better every

week at finding the actual root instead of the first thing that looks like

it, and some of those problems will take you six months to solve all

the way down, not one meeting, no matter how clean you run it. None

of it is perfect early. It’s not supposed to be. You just run it, the same

boring way, on the Tuesdays you feel like it and the Tuesdays you

don’t, week after week, month after month, and one day you look up

and it’s a completely different company, and you can’t point at the

day it changed because there wasn’t one. There was just a thousand

days you kept your swing.”

He stops at the door. “The at-bats build the company the same way

they build the number, brother. On a delay. Go stack up another one.”

Then he’s gone, and Edward walks the empty office at the end of

the day and finds Nate Boyd still at his desk at ten to six.

Phone to his ear, Nate’s leaving a voicemail in the same steady,

unhurried voice he’s learned to leave it in. It’s the fourth follow-up of

the day, to an account that hasn’t said yes and hasn’t said no, an at-bat

that won’t show up on the top line for two months if at all.

Nate hangs up, and reaches over, and on the whiteboard beside his

desk, under a bookings number still sitting in red, adds one more tally

mark to a short row of them, the small marks nobody will ever cheer.

And Edward stands in the doorway and finds that he cannot look

at the red number at the top anymore, the one he stared at for nine

weeks. He can only look at the marks accruing underneath it, one and

then another. The at-bats. That is where the number actually comes

from, and it has not come yet, and Edward finds he can wait.
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CHAPTER 14: THE BACKSLIDE

By the fall, All Star is a different company. The Weekly Game Plan

Meeting runs itself and holds a B most weeks. The scoreboard’s on a

wall where people walk past it and, more than that, argue about it.

Andrea’s quietly become the person the room trusts, Megan’s still

running preconstruction the way she always has, alone, and now

there’s a wall that shows exactly how much of it never leaves her

hands, which is a problem nobody’s fixed yet, Kevin’s back on the

field where he’s happy, and the board that looked worse for a quarter

after Marcus left is climbing again, cleaner this time, real margin

instead of vanity revenue.

And Edward, for the first time in years, has room. Whole hours

where nobody needs him. It’s exactly what he wanted, and it turns out

a man who spent fifteen years being needed doesn’t know what to do

with room. Room makes him nervous. So he does the thing that

nervous, capable men do with room, which is he goes looking for a

fire to put out, because putting out fires is the only way he’s ever

known to feel like himself.

He finds one at the exact worst place, which is inside a handoff he

just made.

He’d finally handed off the Whitfield account. Four point two

million dollars a year, the biggest client the company has, a

relationship Edward’s personally carried for six years because Josh

Whitfield golfs with him and calls his cell and once told him he chose

All Star because of Edward, not the company, a compliment that’s

functioned as a leash ever since. Handing it to Laura Harper had cost

him more than any handoff yet, and he’d done it right, on paper, the

way Cig taught him. Who owns it now. What winning looks like. The

number. Which decisions are Laura’s and which still come to him. A

date it becomes fully hers.
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And then, with a whole free Tuesday and a nervous system that

doesn’t know how to sit still, Edward blows it up.

Laura runs a job meeting with Whitfield and handles a

change-order dispute in a way Edward would have handled

differently. Not wrong, just differently. She gives a little on a number

Edward would have held, to keep the relationship warm, which is a

completely defensible call and arguably a better one. Edward hears

about it secondhand, and the old wiring lights up, and instead of

doing nothing, instead of watching the standard and letting Laura own

the execution, he picks up the phone and calls Josh Whitfield himself,

to smooth a thing that didn’t need smoothing, and in ninety seconds

he undoes six weeks of a handoff.

Because Josh Whitfield now knows that if he doesn’t like Laura’s

answer, Edward’s still one phone call away. Which means the

account didn’t actually transfer. It just looks like it did. And Laura

knows it too, the second she finds out, and Edward can see it in how

she’s with him for the next week, a careful half step back, a person

who was handed something and then watched it get taken away the

first time it mattered.

He didn’t mean to. He never does. He’s just a man who can’t yet

feel the difference between helping and taking over, because for

fifteen years they were the same thing.

•  •  •

Cig catches it in their next one-on-one, because that’s what the

one-on-one is for.

They do it every couple of weeks now, just the two of them, and

it’s not about the company, not really. It’s four questions Cig asks

every time, and the questions are simple and they’re a scalpel. What

are you learning. Where are you winning. Where are you falling

short. And the one Edward’s learned to dread, because it always finds

the thing. What hard conversation are you avoiding right now.
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Edward tells him about Whitfield. He tells it as a small thing, a

helpful phone call, and Cig lets him finish and then is quiet for a

second in the way that means Edward hasn’t gotten away with

anything.

“Let me make sure I have it,” Cig says. “You spent six weeks

doing the hardest letting-go of your career. You handed Laura a real

position with real decision rights. And then the first time she made a

call you’d have made differently, not wrong, differently, you reached

over her and called the client yourself and told him, without saying it,

that she’s not really in charge.” He does not raise his voice. He never

does. “You know what you did? You watched the execution instead

of the standard. That’s the whole failure, and it’s the most common

one there is, and I want to give you the rule so it has a name, because

a thing with a name is a thing you can catch next time.”

He says it slow.

“When you hand something off, you do not get to watch how they

do it. You watch whether the standard got met. Laura’s job is not to

make the call you would make. Laura’s job is to keep the relationship

warm and the margin whole, and she did both. She met the standard.

She just met it a different way than you would have, and you could

not stand it, so you took it back. And here’s the part that should scare

you.” Cig leans in. “You will do that with every single thing you ever

hand off, for the rest of your life, unless you learn this now. The

whole company runs without you or it doesn’t, and the hinge is

whether you can watch a person clear the bar by a route you wouldn’t

have taken and keep your hands in your pockets. That’s the

discipline. Not building the system. Keeping your hands off it once it

works.”

“So how do I fix Whitfield?”

“You already know. It’s the same medicine as everything else.

You go say the straight thing to the person you did it to, and you own

it, and you give it back. You call Laura into your office, and you tell

her you undercut her, and that it was you being scared, not her being
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wrong, and you put the account fully back in her hands and you mean

it this time. And then, the hard part, you let Josh Whitfield be a little

less warm toward you for a while, because that warmth was always

the leash, and a man who needs to be the client’s favorite will never

build a company that outlives him.” He sits back. “That’s the business

one. It’s the easy one. You want to tell me about the other one, or you

want me to ask you the fourth question again.”

Edward doesn’t say anything.

“What hard conversation are you avoiding right now, Edward.

And it’s not Laura.”

•  •  •

The other one happened on a Saturday, and Edward hasn’t told

anyone, because it’s the kind of thing you don’t say out loud.

Francis had a game. A real one, the kind of game a ten-year-old

remembers, and Francis is playing short, and in the fourth inning

there’s a ball hit hard up the middle, and Francis reads it, and breaks,

and lays out full extension and catches it, a play a kid his age isn’t

supposed to be able to make, and comes up with the ball and the

whole small crowd of parents comes off the aluminum bleachers.

And Edward is looking at his phone.

Not for a fire. There’s no fire anymore, that’s the sick joke of it.

He’s looking at his phone out of a habit his body built over fifteen

years, a reflex to check for a problem that’s no longer there, and he

looks up half a second late, at the sound, at everyone standing, and he

sees his son holding the ball up and looking, the way Francis always

looks, to the one spot in the bleachers where his dad’s supposed to be

watching.

And his dad was watching a screen with nothing on it.

Francis doesn’t make a thing of it. Francis never makes a thing of

anything. In the truck after, when Edward says he saw it, buddy, that

was an unbelievable play, Francis looks at him for a second in the

mirror, mild, seeing everything the way he always does, and says,
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“It’s okay, Dad. It was a good one though.” And goes quiet.

It’s okay, Dad. Three words, no edge on them at all, and they go

straight through him, because his ten-year-old just did the thing

Edward taught the whole company to stop doing. He let it slide. He

let the standard drop rather than say the hard thing to someone he

loves. Francis covered for him, his son already learning to route

around his father the same way Kevin did, the same way the whole

company did. He built a machine to end that exact pattern at work and

then taught it to his own kid in one Saturday.

“That’s the one,” Edward says to Cig, and his voice isn’t steady. “I

built a company that can run without me and I still can’t put the phone

down for a ball my son will remember his whole life. What is the

point of any of it if I win the thing and lose the game I was actually

playing for.”

Cig doesn’t rush to fix it. He lets it be as bad as it is, because it’s

bad, and a coach who makes it smaller than it is has stopped telling

the truth.

“Here’s what matters,” he says finally, quiet. “The system runs the

company. It was never going to run you. That’s not a flaw in the

system. That’s the whole reason the system exists, so you’d have the

one thing back that a system can’t give you, which is your attention.

You built the machine so you could be present. And then you stood at

your kid’s game and spent the presence on a screen out of a habit,

because the habit is fifteen years deep and the machine is six months

old.” He leans forward. “You don’t fix that with a tool. There’s no

tool for it, and any man who tells you there is one is selling you

something. You fix it the way you fixed everything else in that

building. You make it a standard, and you hold yourself to it, starting

with you, and you let the people you love hold you to it too. You go

home. You tell your wife and your kids the exact thing you just told

me. You say, I have been present at work and absent here, and that is

backwards, and I am going to be graded on it now, by you, the same

way I get graded on everything that matters.” A pause. “You’ve been
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running the hardest play there is at work for six months. Everybody

home. You just forgot it applies to your own house first.”

Edward drives home from that one the long way, and he does the

thing Cig said, and he does it at the kitchen table with all of them

there, and it’s not a speech, because he’s done with speeches. It’s four

sentences and an apology and a promise that has a way to be checked,

which is the only kind of promise that’s worth anything.

Alison doesn’t say much at the table. But later, when the kids are

down and it’s just the two of them in the kitchen, she turns from the

sink, and there’s no softness in her face yet, and she says the thing

she’s been holding longer than either of them has been counting.

“I have watched you turn it around before, Edward.” Her voice is

level, which is worse than if it shook. “You have a hard stretch, it

scares you, you swear this time is different, and for a few weeks it is.

You come to dinner. You put the phone down. And I let myself

believe it, every time, like a fool, and then a Richmond happens, or a

bid, or a number, and you are gone again in your body while you

stand in the same room, and I am the one left wondering what I did.”

She folds the dish towel and squares it to the edge of the counter,

precise, and it’s the most dangerous thing she does all night. “You

missed his game today for a phone with nothing on it. That is the

exact old you, the one I have watched walk out the door a hundred

times without ever leaving the house. So do not stand in my kitchen

and tell me you are back. I am so tired of being told.”

And here’s where the old Edward reaches for the defense, the

courtesy call that ran long, the reasonable context that quietly makes

the hurt person wrong for hurting. It gets half out of him before he

can stop it. “It was one call, it ran long.” He hears himself say it, the

reasonable case sliding out on its own the way it always has, and he

closes his mouth on the rest, and that is the hardest rep he has done

since the warehouse office.

“No,” he says. “You’re right. All of it. And I’m not going to argue

a word of it, because a good argument is just a better speech, and you
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are done with my speeches, and you have every reason to be.” He

holds her eyes and does not drop them, which is its own way of

standing in the gap. “So don’t believe me. I don’t get to ask you for

that yet. Watch me instead. The next time that phone lights up in the

middle of something that matters, watch what I do, and the time after

that, and the time after that. That is the only thing that fixes this. It

does not fix it tonight, and I finally understand that it doesn’t.”

Alison looks at him a long moment, and she does not soften, not

all the way, because you do not undo three years in a kitchen at ten at

night. But something moves in her, one degree, from a woman braced

for the next disappointment to a woman deciding, against her own

better judgment and, she tells herself, for the last time, to watch.

That night she leaves the porch light on. It is not forgiveness. It is

a door left findable one more time, and they both know it, and neither

of them says so.
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CHAPTER 15: JUDGMENT

The quarterly planning session is the day Edward finally understands

what he’s built. It’s also, though he won’t feel the edge of it until later

in the year, the day he first bumps into the one thing the system will

never do for him.

They do it off-site, a full day, the whole leadership team around a

different table with worse coffee, and the shape of the day’s simple,

the shape Cig gave them months ago and that Edward still finds

almost embarrassing in how little it needs. You look back at the

ninety days you just played, honestly, on the scoreboard, no rounding

up.

And then you plan the next ninety, which in this company doesn’t

mean a binder. It means a single page. By mid-morning the top of that

page is already filled in, because the top of the page doesn’t change

every quarter. The top of the page is the promise.

At the top, in Andrea’s block letters, is the three-year declaration,

the one Edward first said out loud in a room over a taco truck and has

since said in front of the whole company. Forty-five million dollars.

Twelve percent margin. A hundred and twenty people. A mechanical

contractor the builders and owners of this city call first, one that runs

whether Edward’s in the building or not.

Under it sits the one-year goal, this year’s specific bar: twenty-six

million and nine percent and eighty-eight people, the number they’re

standing inside of right now. Under that, the handful of big drivers

that have to come true by December for the year to land, five of them

and no more, because Cig made them cut the sixth.

And then a wide band of white space at the bottom of the page,

under three words: THIRTY-DAY PLAY. That white space is the

whole reason they are in the room. The top of the page is a promise.

The bottom of the page is the only part that moves.
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•  •  •

Andrea uncaps a marker and asks the room the question that starts the

fight. “What’s the one play.” And for the next twenty minutes nobody

gives her one play. They give her fifteen.

She writes them all up, because that’s the drill, you empty the

room first. Tighten up project delivery. Improve bid turnaround. Fix

the change-order process. Get the field foremen onto the scoreboard.

Launch a referral program. Stand up the apprenticeship pipeline.

Clean up receivables. Renegotiate the two worst supplier contracts.

Build out the service division.

The board fills, a column and then a second column, fifteen things

in dry-erase blue. And the energy in the room is good, is genuinely

good, is the energy of a company that a year ago could not have

named three of these and now cannot stop naming them.

Every one of them is a real thing that would make All Star better.

Which is exactly the problem, Cig says from the chair against the

wall, without looking up from his notebook.

“Fifteen good ideas,” he says. “That’s not a plan. That’s a wish list

wearing a suit.”

The room falls in love with the wrong one first, and it falls fast,

and Edward notes with something close to alarm that the words come

out of his own mouth before he can stop them. He says the top line on

the board should be the play. Tighten up project delivery. Grow the

service side.

And he hears it land in the room and draw nods, real nods, because

it sounds like leadership, it sounds like a man setting a direction. It’s

close enough to word for word to the two bullet points he wrote on a

whiteboard in blue marker a year and a half ago and called a strategy.

Improve project delivery. Grow revenue. He’s forty-five years old

and he’s just said the sentence again, and for one second nobody in

the room can tell it’s the old disease, because it looks just like the

cure.

Andrea doesn’t write it down.
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She has her pen flat on the table, and she looks at the board, and

then she looks at Edward, and eight months ago she wouldn’t have,

and now she does. “That’s not a play,” she says. “That’s a wish.

Tighten up project delivery. Who owns it?” She waits a beat. “What’s

the one number that’s different in thirty days if it worked? How do we

sit in this room a month from now and know, for a fact, true or false,

that we did it?” She lets it sit. “We can’t. Which means it isn’t a play,

it’s a direction, and a direction is just Q3 GOALS on a whiteboard in

blue marker.” A small, dry beat, and she doesn’t quite look at him

when she says the last part. “We already ran that one. It’s how we got

here.”

•  •  •

Megan takes the next swing, and she takes it hard, and she takes it

well. Bid turnaround, she says. That’s the play. Precon’s bleeding,

estimates are going out in nine, ten, eleven days against a five-day

standard. All Star’s lost real work over it, a repeat client just last

month. If there’s one thing in this building costing them the number

on the wall, it’s how slow a bid leaves her department.

She’s right about all of it, and everyone in the room knows she’s

right. Edward can see what it costs her to say it: it’s her department,

her red on the board. She’s not hiding from it. She’s running straight

at it. For a moment the room swings to her, and the play’s going to be

bid turnaround.

Then Andrea, gently, because it’s Megan, runs it through the same

three questions. Owner. “Me,” Megan says. Good, that’s one.

Number. “Bids back to five days.” Andrea nods, slow. “And is that

true in thirty days?”

And Megan stops, because Megan’s too smart to like the sound of

her own answer. Getting bids back to five days isn’t a thing you do in

thirty days. It’s a thing you build: a rebuilt process, a lead estimator

who can release a standard bid without her, a departmental

scoreboard, a daily huddle her people have never once run, three
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months of reps at the very least. She hears all of that in the silence

before she has to say it out loud. “No,” she says. “Not in thirty. That’s

not a play. That’s a project. That’s a whole quarter of work inside my

department that I’ve been putting off, and if I cram it into one

thirty-day play I half-do it and it stays red and I’ve lied to this room.”

She looks at the board. “It’s a driver. It is not the play.”

“There it is,” Cig says, quietly, from the wall. “A play, you finish

in thirty days and grade pass or fail with one number. A project, you

can’t. If you can’t stand up here in a month and call it true or false off

a single number, it isn’t a play. It’s a hope. And a hope doesn’t have

an owner.”

•  •  •

So they find the play, and finding it isn’t the hard part.

They land on cash, and it’s Rocky’s. It’s the least exciting thing on

the whole board. That’s exactly why it’s right. Four hundred thousand

dollars, Rocky says, is sitting in receivables past sixty days, money

the company already earned and already spent the labor and the

material making, standing out in the parking lot doing nothing.

It’s not a growth problem. It’s a discipline problem. And it passes

all three questions clean, the way not one of the exciting ones did.

One owner, Rocky. One number, dollars aged past sixty days. And

true or false in thirty, because in thirty days that number’s either

under a hundred and fifty thousand or it isn’t, and there’s no arguing

with a bank balance.

“That’s a play,” Andrea says, and she writes it into the white space

at the bottom of the page. One line under the three words: everything

over sixty days brought current or on a signed plan, four hundred

thousand down to under one-fifty, owner Rocky, checked the last

Friday of the month. One owner. One number. One date. One line.

And the whole rest of the page a promise standing above it.

The hard part’s what finding it does to the other fourteen.
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Now the room has to walk over to a board with fifteen good ideas

on it and cross out all but one. That’s the part nobody has the stomach

for. Megan watches bid turnaround get moved up into the driver

column, real, named, but not now, not this month, another quarter of

red she has to sit with. Edward can see exactly what it costs her to let

a thing she knows is bleeding wait.

Kevin makes a quiet case for the apprenticeship pipeline. The

field’s short-handed and getting shorter, and it’s a good case, an

honest one. Andrea hears it all the way to the end before she says the

pipeline’s a driver too, not the play. Kevin nods and lets it go. The

letting go costs him something you can watch cross his face, because

it was his.

“This is the part nobody likes,” Cig says, and he stands up, which

he does maybe once a session. “You just crossed out fourteen things

you all agree are worth doing. Feels like quitting. It’s the opposite of

quitting.” He taps the board. “Fifteen priorities isn’t ambition. It’s

indecision wearing ambition’s jersey. Fifteen priorities means every

one of them gets a little effort and not one of them gets finished, and

in ninety days you’ve got fifteen things half-built and a worn-out

team and a board that’s still red everywhere. One play. Full

execution. You run the one all the way to done, you win it, you cross

it off for real, and then you pick up the next one, and the one after

that, and at the end of the year you’ve actually finished a dozen things

instead of half-finishing sixty.” He looks at Megan, and then at

Kevin. “The fourteen aren’t dead. They’re in line. A line is a plan. A

pile is a panic.”

•  •  •

Edward walked into the room that morning planning to run it. He’s

the owner. He’s run every meeting that mattered in this building for

fourteen years. Somewhere in the second hour he realizes he’s said

maybe ten words all day, and that the ten he did say were the wrong

ones, the old whiteboard sentence. Nobody once looked to him to
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break a tie, because no tie needed him to break it.

Andrea runs it.

Somewhere in the last few months Andrea became the person who

runs things. She runs it better than he would: cleaner, more patient,

quicker to the three questions.

Edward sits at the side of a table that used to orbit him. He

watches Megan argue hard and well for her bid play. He watches

Rocky push back with the cash. He watches Andrea hold the whole

room to the standard without once raising her voice or looking his

way. His worse coffee goes cold in his hand. He feels a thing he

didn’t expect and doesn’t have a clean word for.

It is close to grief. The good kind. The kind you feel watching a

kid you taught to ride a bike get smaller and smaller down the street,

both hands off the bars, not looking back. They don’t need him to

think for them anymore.

He built that on purpose, on a year of purpose, and it’s the entire

point of everything he did. It still lands somewhere under the sternum

he hadn’t thought to brace, which Cig told him it would, months ago,

in the office over the taco truck.

He didn’t believe it until right now. He sits quiet at the edge of his

own company while it plans the next ninety days of its life out loud,

in front of him, mostly without him, and does it better than he ever

did it alone.

•  •  •

The quarter the team starts running itself is also the quarter Edward

makes himself keep the two promises the backslide showed him he’d

broken.

The business one he does first, because Cig was right that it’s the

easy one, easy meaning it costs money and not blood. He calls Laura

Harper into his office and doesn’t soften it.

He tells her that reaching over her to call Josh was him being

scared, not her being wrong. She made the right call, and he couldn’t
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stand that it wasn’t his to make. The account’s fully hers now, and

he’s going to prove it by staying out of it even when it kills him.

Laura doesn’t rush to make him feel better about it. That’s exactly

how he knows the half step back was real, and what earning it back

costs. Then he pays the part that actually costs him.

Two weeks later Josh Whitfield calls his cell about a change order,

the way Josh has called his cell for six years. Edward looks at the

name on the screen and lets it ring, and texts back: Laura owns your

account and she is better at it than I ever was, call her. And means it.

Josh is cooler with him after that, at the next job walk, at the club,

a degree of the old favorite-son warmth gone for good. Edward feels

the loss of it more than he thought he would, and makes himself sit in

it, because Cig was right about that too. The warmth was always the

leash.

The other promise he keeps in aluminum bleachers, and this time

it’s Francis who’s watching. Two weeks after the game he missed,

there’s another one. In the third inning Edward’s phone goes off in his

pocket, a real buzz, a real job, and Francis is on deck. Edward feels

every year of the old habit pulling his hand toward the pocket.

He doesn’t reach for it. He takes the phone out and turns it face

down on the bench without looking at the screen, and he catches

Francis clock the whole thing from the on-deck circle, the small flick

of a boy checking which father showed up today. Edward holds his

eyes and doesn’t look at the phone once the entire at-bat. Francis

doesn’t say anything, because Francis never makes a thing of

anything.

But he plays the rest of that game an inch taller. On the ride home

his hand finds Edward’s sleeve at a stoplight, and Edward

understands he’s being let back in, slowly, one game at a time. It’s the

only speed a thing like this is ever allowed to move.

•  •  •

So he tests it. He does the thing he hasn’t done in nine years.
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He takes his family on a vacation and he doesn’t bring the work.

A week. A rented house on a lake in northern Michigan, no job

site within three hundred miles.

Edward makes himself a rule, and because he’s a man who’s

learned that a rule’s only real when somebody can check it, he tells

the rule to Alison so she can hold him to it. He’ll look at his phone

once a day, at eight in the morning, for fifteen minutes, and the rest of

the day the phone lives in a drawer.

The first day nearly kills him. His hand goes for the phone the way

a tongue goes to a missing tooth. By the third day it’s easier.

By the fifth day something happens that hasn’t happened in nine

years: Edward loses track of what day it is. He’s in the lake throwing

Francis off his shoulders while Grace organizes a tournament with

rules only she understands, and Jane actually laughs at something he

said, all the way, no phone in the frame. Alison’s watching from the

dock.

That night, on the dock, after the kids are down, Alison sits next to

him and doesn’t say anything for a while, and then she says the thing

he’ll remember longer than any number on any scoreboard.

“I got my husband back.”

She’s not crying. She says it the way she says everything true,

plainly, aimed. “I have been waiting all week for it to break. The

phone, a fire, a number, some reason you had to climb out of the lake

and go be somewhere else. I kept the count the way you count things

now, and it never came. Seven days.” Her voice goes lower. “That

night in the kitchen I couldn’t give you this. I wanted to, and I would

not let myself, because you have handed me good weeks before and

then taken them back, and I was done being the fool who spent them.

I told you I had to watch it hold on a day it would have been easy to

let slide.” She takes his hand. “This was the week. It held. So I

believe you now, and hear me, it is not because you said it. It is

because I watched it.” She is quiet a moment, and then she leans her

head on his shoulder and says the thing she has not said in years, the
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pet name she stopped using somewhere in the drift without either of

them noticing the night it went. “Welcome home, Steady Eddie.”

He sits on a dock in the dark and finds out he’s been waiting to

hear it longer than he knew.

And because he’s finally a man who says the straight thing before

anybody asks him for it, he does one more hard rep, the last one of the

week, the one he didn’t come out onto this dock planning to do.

“There’s one thing you don’t know,” he says. “I never told you

how bad it got. When it was at its worst, the credit line was drawn to

six hundred thousand dollars. I carried that by myself for two years

and never said it out loud, to you or to anybody, and I told myself it

didn’t count as keeping something from you as long as you never

asked.” He keeps going. “It’s coming down now. It’ll be clean inside

the year. But you had a right to know it a year ago, and the only

reason you didn’t is that I was more scared of that number than I was

of anything the truth of it could do to us. I’m done keeping it in a

drawer.”

Alison is quiet a moment. She doesn’t reach for the size of it,

doesn’t ask the questions a different woman would ask. She just takes

it in the dark the way she took the porch light, one more true thing

findable now.

“Thank you for telling me,” she says finally. “You didn’t have to.

That’s the only reason it counts.”

Edward sits on a dock in the dark holding his wife’s hand, a

mechanical contractor from Indianapolis who did twenty-plus million

dollars this year and just spent a week doing absolutely nothing that

showed up on any report. He understands that this, right here, is the

number. This was always the number. The revenue was just how he

kept score on the way to being allowed to sit on this dock.

She doesn’t say the other thing, and he doesn’t need her to,

because he can feel it in the careful way she holds his hand even now.

Believing him this week isn’t the same as it all being back. She said

the count never came. She didn’t say she’d stopped keeping it.
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That part comes later, and slower, not on a dock but across a

hundred unremarkable nights over the next year. A Tuesday he’s

home when he said he would be, and she notices, only after, that

she’d stopped bracing for him not to be. The trust doesn’t come back

the way it left, all at once and unnoticed.

It comes back the way they built everything that ever held, one

boring rep at a time, on a delay. There’ll be nights still this year when

an old reflex crosses her face at a buzzing phone, and he’ll have to

just stay steady and not make it a thing.

The last inches of it aren’t won with a good week on a lake.

They’re won in the fifty weeks after, when there’s no dock and no

perfect sentence, just a man continuing to be where he said he would

be.

•  •  •

The company ran fine while he was gone. Mostly.

That’s the other thing he learns, and Cig makes sure he learns it

right, because it’s the last real lesson and the most important one.

While Edward was on the lake, a job slipped. A retrofit for a client

named Henderson, a job that should have cleared its margin, quietly

ran into a coordination problem in week two. The fix cost money,

about forty-seven thousand dollars of it, and by the time it surfaced, it

was too late to claw most of it back.

It surfaced, and that’s the point Cig won’t let him miss. The

system caught it. A stat went red, a thirty-day check flagged it, the

Weekly Game Plan Meeting put it on the Hit List. It got caught. It just

got caught late, on week three instead of week one, because the

person closest to it hesitated a beat too long to raise it, and a beat too

long on a job is forty-seven thousand dollars.

The old Edward would have caught it in week one, because the old

Edward was standing under everything. And the temptation, sitting in

the debrief looking at a forty-seven-thousand-dollar hole that

wouldn’t have happened if he’d been chained to his phone on that
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lake, is enormous.

The temptation’s to conclude that the whole thing was a mistake,

that a company still needs one man standing under it, that the price of

his week on the dock was forty-seven grand and maybe that’s too

high.

Cig knifes that before it can grow.

“Here’s the math you’re not doing,” he says. “You caught a

forty-seven-thousand-dollar problem on week three instead of week

one, and it cost you the difference. Real money. I’m not going to

pretend it isn’t. But you’re comparing it to a fantasy, which is a

version of you who catches everything, and that version of you does

not exist, he never existed, he was just a man who caught the loud

problems in week one and missed a hundred quiet ones because he

was too buried to see them, and worked eighty hours a week, and lost

his marriage doing it. The system catches ninety percent, and it

catches it a little slower than you would have, and it does it while

you’re on a lake with your wife. That is not the system failing. That is

the system working exactly as designed, and the forty-seven grand is

the tuition.”

He lets that sit, and then he gives Edward the last piece, the one

there is no tool for.

“And that last ten percent, the judgment, the beat where somebody

has to decide whether a thing is worth raising loud on week one? I

cannot build you a tool for that. Nobody can. That’s not a system.

That’s a person having the nerve to say the hard thing fast, and the

only way you get more of that is the thing you’ve been building all

year. You build people who’ve watched you say the hard thing fast,

over and over, until they do it too. The system handles ninety percent.

The last ten is culture, and culture is just what your people do when

you’re on a lake and can’t tell them what to do. You don’t install it.

You earn it. And it takes longer than a year.”

•  •  •
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It takes longer than a year, and it doesn’t save everyone, and the one it

doesn’t save is David Weston.

David Weston is a project engineer, twenty-six, the kind of quiet

talent a company either grows or loses. His first two years he used to

send Edward emails at eleven at night, unprompted, a smarter way to

sequence a job, a clash on a drawing set nobody else had caught, the

sign-off always the same two letters, DW. Edward always meant to

write back.

Somewhere in the drowning year the eleven-o’clock emails

stopped, and Edward noticed the way you notice a sound only once it

quits. He did nothing, because a kid who stops asking for more is one

less fire, and he was out of hands for anything that wasn’t already

burning.

Nobody ever sat down and built David a position he could see a

future in, because the person who should have was too busy standing

under everything. By the time the standard and the roster and the

scoreboard arrived, and there was finally a clear path for a kid like

David to climb, David had already, quietly, in the way the good ones

always do, made his decision.

He gives notice in the spring. A better title at a competitor, a

defined path, the exact things All Star now has and didn’t have a year

ago.

Edward tries to keep him, and it’s a good conversation, an honest

one, the kind he couldn’t have had a year before. But it’s too late, and

both of them know it’s too late. And David says the thing on his way

out that Edward will carry.

“If you’d built this a year ago,” David says, not bitter, just true, “I

think I’d have stayed. It’s a good place now. It just got good a little

late for me.”

Edward lets him go, because you can’t hold a person to a company

they already grieved. On David’s last Friday the desk’s clean by

noon, cleaner than Edward’s ever seen it: the drawings squared, the

pens in the drawer, the company laptop centered on the blotter. A
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sticky note on the lid says thank you and nothing else.

The empty desk’s louder than any exit interview. Edward doesn’t

forget the name, and he doesn’t want to. He keeps David Weston in

the back of his mind the way a coach keeps the recruit who

transferred. Not with blame, but with the exact knowledge of what it

costs to build a thing too slowly, of the good people who leave in the

gap between when you should have started and when you did.

The system saved the company. It did not save David. Edward

makes himself hold both of those in the same hand now, the win and

the cost of the win, because the year taught him that a man who only

ever tells you the first one is a man still lying to himself.
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CHAPTER 16: FOUR
CONVERSATIONS A YEAR

The scoreboard is green, and Edward wants Cig to see it. He turns the

laptop around on the conference table so the whole company sits

there in colored rows, position by position, stat by stat, target by

target, most of them clearing the line week over week the way they

never did a year ago. He watches Cig’s face for the thing he’s used to

getting from a green scoreboard. A nod. He doesn’t get it. Cig looks

at the screen for a long time. Then he looks at Edward the way a

catcher looks at a pitcher who just threw a strike he didn’t really mean

to throw.

“It’s holding,” Edward says. “Every department. The huddles run

without me. The Hit List moves. People are hitting their numbers.”

“They are,” Cig says. “So let me ask you something, and give me

the true answer, not the one that keeps the scoreboard green.” He

leans forward, forearms on the table. “Which of these people, right

now, is a little worse than they were six months ago, and doing a great

job of hiding it because their number still clears the line?”

Edward opens his mouth and closes it.

“That’s the answer,” Cig says. “You built a standard and you built

a scoreboard, and they work. People know what’s expected, they

know if they cleared it, and they clear it, most weeks, because the

system holds them to it whether they feel like it or not. That’s not

nothing. That’s most of what most companies never get.” He taps the

table once. “But here’s what a standard and a scoreboard can’t do by

themselves. They can make a person comply, not grow. And a person

who complies and never grows doesn’t stay a good employee. They

stay exactly where they are while the game gets harder, which means

every quarter they’re quietly getting worse, and one day the number
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finally slips and you act shocked, when the truth is you watched it

happen in slow motion and called it fine because the color was still

green.”

Edward writes nothing. He just listens.

“Standards without development create compliance, not

commitment,” Cig says. “You can enforce your way to compliance.

You can’t enforce your way to legacy.” He lets that sit. “You want

people who clear the line because you make them, or people who

clear the line because they have decided, in their own chest, that this

is who they are now? One of those you have to stand over forever.

The other one runs when you’re on a beach.”

“How do you get the second one.”

“You develop them. On purpose. On a rhythm. The same way you

develop everything else in this system, on a rhythm, because a

leader’s good intentions come and go and a rhythm doesn’t, and

caring about a person’s growth is no different.” He turns the laptop

back around to face Edward. “It’s two things, and they’re small, and

everybody skips them because they’re not urgent. First, a short

one-on-one every two weeks. Not a status update, you have the

huddle for status. This is four questions and your mouth mostly shut.

What are you learning. Where are you winning. Where are you falling

short. And the one nobody asks: what hard conversation are you

avoiding. Fifteen minutes. Every two weeks. Real.”

“And the second.”

“Four conversations a year. The big ones. Q1, Q2, Q3, you sit

down with each of your leaders for a real hour, the Quarterly

Coaching Conversation, the whole person and the whole position,

where they are and where they’re stuck and where they’re going. And

Q4 you do the Annual Review, same shape, bigger frame, the whole

year.” He shrugs. “That’s it. Biweekly one-on-ones and four

conversations a year. It’s not more meetings. God knows you don’t

need more meetings. It’s a rhythm for actually developing the people

you already have, so the standard you enforced this year becomes the
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standard they own next year.” He stands, picks up his coffee. “Stats

flow up. Coaching flows down. You’ve got the up part running

beautifully. You haven’t started the down part. Start it.”

•  •  •

He starts it badly.

He doesn’t mean to. He means to do it right. He blocks thirty

minutes with an estimator named Trevor, a two-year guy in Megan’s

group, sharp, fast, the kind of quiet producer who never causes a

problem. That’s exactly why Edward has never once sat across from

him on purpose. Trevor’s number clears the line. Trevor is green.

Edward likes green.

He walks into the conference room forty seconds late with his

phone in his hand and a client thread still burning in his head, and he

has pulled up nothing. He hasn’t opened the app. He hasn’t looked at

Trevor’s position card, or his stats, or the notes from any conversation

they have never had, because there are none. He sits, he sets the

phone face up on the table, and he says the thing he says to everyone:

warm and true and completely useless.

“Trevor. Man. You’re crushing it. Seriously. The bids have been

clean, Megan raves about you, keep doing what you’re doing.”

Trevor says thanks. There is a beat where Trevor almost says

something else. Edward feels it come into the room the way you feel

a draft: a shift in the kid’s shoulders, a breath taken and held. Some

part of Edward, the part that has spent a whole year learning to walk

toward exactly this, recognizes it. Here’s the real thing. Here’s the

reason to have the meeting.

And Edward, who’s tired, and behind, and whose client thread is

still burning, steers around it.

“So what’s new, everything good?” he says. It isn’t a question. It’s

an exit. And Trevor, who’s twenty-six and reads the room perfectly,

takes it. “Yeah,” Trevor says. “All good.” And now Edward is doing

what he swore he would stop doing. He is talking. He is telling Trevor
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about the direction of the company and the new play for the quarter

and a thing he read, filling the fifteen minutes he has left with his own

voice so that nothing quiet has room to climb in. At minute eleven he

glances at the phone face up on the table, the client thread. Trevor

sees him glance at it, and something in the kid closes with a click you

could almost hear.

“We good?” Edward says. “I know you’re slammed.”

“We’re good,” Trevor says, and stands. Edward walks out feeling,

honestly, pretty good about it: a box checked, a nice kid told he’s

doing well. He does not know, because he never asked, that Trevor

has spent four months carrying a slow estimator nobody will address

and has started to wonder, in the flat hour of a Tuesday, whether

anyone in this building actually sees him or just sees his number. He

does not know Trevor updated his own résumé eleven days ago. He

does not know any of it, because the entire point of the conversation

was to find it out, and he ran the conversation so that he could not.

Two degrees. That’s the whole cost, and it doesn’t show up for

weeks. A tiny drift, uncorrected, the kind you can’t see at the

trailhead and can’t miss at the cliff. Trevor stops flagging the things

he used to flag. A bid goes out with a number in it that Trevor quietly

knew was soft and didn’t fight for, because fighting for it is what you

do when you believe someone’s listening. Megan catches it late. All

Star wins the job on a number that bleeds it for a year. When Edward

finally hears the whole story, months on, he sits in his truck in the

yard and understands that the meeting where he could have caught all

of it was the meeting he was so proud of getting through in fifteen

minutes.

Name it, correct it, run the next play. He names it. He’s the one

who ran it wrong.

Trevor gives his notice three weeks after that, to the competitor

who was smart enough not to chase that job. Edward doesn’t fight it,

because there’s nothing left to fight, and both of them know it. He

writes the name under David Weston’s on the card he keeps in the
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truck, the good quiet ones who left in the gap between when he

should have seen them and when he did. Trevor’s is the newest name

on the list, and the one that costs him the most to write down, because

it’s the only one he watched himself cause, across a fifteen-minute

table he walked out of proud.

•  •  •

He does the next one differently, because Cig only teaches a thing

once and then watches to see if you learned it, and the next one is

Andrea’s.

He prepares the night before. This is the whole difference and it’s

almost embarrassing how much it is the whole difference. He opens

the app at the kitchen counter after the kids are down, and he pulls her

position card: project manager on paper, and something a good deal

bigger than that in the actual running of the place. The jobs she owns,

and the three or four she has quietly taken on that nobody ever handed

her. He reads her stats going back two quarters. Every one of them

clears the line. Then he reads back through the huddle notes, because

Andrea runs the huddles now, runs them tighter than he ever did, the

Hit List moving and the room leaving clear on who owns what. There

isn’t a single thing on any board that says she’s anything but the best

he has. And then he reads her last three biweekly notes, the ones he

actually kept this time. In all three, under the question nobody asks,

she has written some version of the same sentence, and he didn’t hear

it any of the three times. I keep bringing you calls I already know the

answer to. He writes it on a card. He doesn’t write what to do about it.

That’s not his to write.

She comes in the next afternoon with her own copy of the form

filled out, because that’s how it works. They both answer the same

nine questions before they sit, and the whole design of the thing is

that she does most of the talking. He starts where you start.

“Before anything else. You run this company’s meetings better

than I ever ran them, and everybody in that room can feel it, and the
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standard doesn’t slip when you’re the one holding it. I want to say

that plainly, because I’m about to spend the whole hour on the one

thing holding you back, and it isn’t a weakness, it’s almost the

opposite, which is exactly what makes it hard to see.” He turns his

card so she can see he wrote it down before she walked in. “You

wrote the same answer three one-on-ones in a row. What hard

conversation are you avoiding. First time, I keep bringing you calls I

already know the answer to. Second time, near enough word for

word. Third time, the same.” He looks at her. “So let’s have that one.

Give me a call you brought me last week that you already knew the

answer to before you walked in.”

She thinks about it and doesn’t dodge, because she doesn’t dodge.

“The Bellweather controls,” she says. “Whether we self-perform

them or sub them out. I brought you three options and a

recommendation.”

“You brought a recommendation. What was it.”

“Self-perform.”

“Were you right.”

A pause. “Yeah.”

“Did you need me for it.”

She opens her mouth, and this is the hinge of the whole hour, and

to her credit she doesn’t decorate it. “No,” she says. “I wanted you to

sign off on it.”

And here’s where the old Edward would have solved it for her:

ridden in with the whole answer, told her the authority was already

hers effective Monday, moved on to the next thing feeling generous.

Here’s where he’s learned, instead, to put the horse away and pick up

the question. He doesn’t tell her what he sees her do. He asks her to

find where she’s stuck, and he gives her the map for it.

“Okay. So let’s find the real root, because I want to fix the right

thing. When something isn’t moving with a person, it’s one of five

things. It’s their will, they don’t want to. It’s their skill, they can’t yet.

It’s structure, the system won’t let them. It’s clarity, nobody ever told
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them the standard. Or it’s capacity, there’s too much on the plate.

You’re the best I’ve got, so let’s use it on you. The reason a call you

already know the answer to still comes to my desk for a signature.

Which one is it.”

“It’s not skill,” she says. “We both know I can make the call.”

“Structure, then. Is there something in the way. A rule, an

approval you actually need, a place the system makes you stop and

check with me.”

She sits with that one longer, because she’s honest enough to

actually look. “No,” she says slowly. “There’s nothing that says I

have to bring it to you. There’s no gate. I just bring it to you.”

“So it’s not structure.” He waits. He doesn’t fill the silence. He’s

learned, finally, that the silence is where the person does the work,

and the second you fill it you’ve taken the work back onto your own

plate along with everything else.

“It’s that nobody ever said it was mine,” Andrea says, and it

comes out quieter than the rest, the way a true thing comes out of a

strong person who has been standing next to it for a year without

turning to look at it. “You never once told me I couldn’t. But you

never told me I could, either, not straight, not in words, and so I kept

the habit of asking, because asking is safe, because as long as I’m

recommending and you’re deciding, it’s still your name on it.” She

stops. And then she goes the last inch, which is the inch that matters.

“And if I’m honest, part of me likes it there. If it’s your call and I’m

wrong, I only recommended. If it’s my call and I’m wrong, I decided.

I’ve been calling that being a good number two. It’s not. I’ve been

standing behind the word your.”

“You have,” Edward says, gently, and it’s gentle because it’s true

and she got there herself. “And two things are going on, and only one

of them is mine to fix. The first one I can fix right now, in this chair,

in a sentence, because it’s clarity and I’m the one who left it fuzzy. So

hear it in words. The strategic calls that run through your desk are

yours. Not yours to recommend. Yours to make. I’m not delegating
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them to you, I’m telling you they were already yours and I never said

so out loud.” He lets it sit. “The second thing I can’t fix, and I’m not

going to pretend I can. That’s the part of you that would rather stand

behind the word your, because the day it’s your call it’s also your

loss, and that stops being about clarity and starts being about will.

You have to decide you want the weight. Nobody can hand you that.

You either pick it up or you keep asking permission for things you

already know, and stay exactly as good as you are right now for the

rest of your career, which would be a waste I’d have to watch.”

She doesn’t answer that fast. That’s how he knows it landed. “And

when I’m wrong,” she says finally.

“Then you’re wrong, and it’s yours, and you say it straight and fix

it and run the next play, same as I have to. That’s the price of the

weight. It’s the only price. You’ve watched me pay it all year.” He

closes the laptop. “I’m not going to give you a rule to make this true,

because a rule would just be one more gate for you to hide behind. So

instead, before you leave this room, you’re going to name the next

real one, out loud, with a date. The next strategic call that comes to

you, you don’t bring it to me for a signature. You make it, you tell me

what you decided, and I hear about it after. And I’m going to write it

on your plan, and I’m going to sign a line of my own right under it,

that I don’t override you on it, because if I reach in and grab it back

the first time it makes me nervous, I’ve taught you nothing and you’re

asking permission again by August. We both sign. In ninety days we

sit back down and see if it held.”

She names it. The Fenwick phasing decision, due the second week

of next month, self-perform or sub, sequence or stage, the whole

thing, her call, no signature line, she tells him after. She says it out

loud with a date, and the moment she says it something changes in

how she’s sitting: some small structural thing. A person who has been

leaning very slightly toward the desk across from her for a year has

just, without quite meaning to, sat back and squared up. She looks, for

the first time, less like the best number two in the building and more
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like the thing she hasn’t let herself be told she already is.

“You good?” he asks, and this time it’s a real question, with room

in it.

“I’ve been running your meetings for a year,” she says, “and

telling myself that was the whole job.” She almost laughs. “It was the

safe half of it.”

“The other half is putting your name on things and living with it,”

Edward says. “That’s the half nobody can do for you. Start next

month.”

She walks out squared up. He sits in the room another minute with

the plan in front of him: her name and a date, and, for the first time on

one of these, a line signed by him promising to keep his own hands

off. He thinks about Trevor, and the fifteen minutes, and the phone

face up on the table. He thinks about how a conversation run one way

sends a person out smaller than they came in, and the same

conversation run the other way sends them out having claimed

something. Same hour. Same chair. Everything is in how you run it.

•  •  •

He runs it the same way everywhere now. That’s the part that

surprises him.

The nonprofit didn’t arrive easy, and Edward knows it because

this time he was close enough to watch it not. When Alison finally

pulled the church bulletin out of the drawer where it had lived folded

for six years, she was scared in a way he had almost never seen on

her. She is the woman who talks to ten strangers at a grocery store

and stares down a room of shippers for a living. Sketching a good

idea on the back of a bulletin is one thing. Putting your name on it,

and standing in front of a gym full of families to promise them

something, is another. The first season nearly died before it started. A

grant she had counted on fell through that spring. For about a month

there was a list of forty kids and no money to hold them. He found her

at this same counter one night with her head in her hands, and did the
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hard thing: not fixing it, just sitting with her while she decided

whether she had it in her to go on. She went on. She cut the program

to what the money could actually carry: twenty-two kids instead of

forty. It gutted her. There was one family she had to call and tell there

was no room that year, a single mother with a boy who had the fire

and nowhere to put it, the exact kid the whole thing existed for.

Alison couldn’t save him, not that year, and she has carried his name

ever since the way Edward carries David Weston’s. So the

spreadsheet open on the counter tonight isn’t a symbol of a woman

who found herself a hobby. It is a thing she built scared, out of a

folded bulletin and a year that almost broke it.

Alison is at the counter that night with the spreadsheet open, stuck

on a hard one: a family that needs more than the program can give

without shorting three others. She is talking it through out loud, the

way she does. Edward feels the old reflex come up his arm like a

current: the white horse, the sword, the clean fast answer he could

hand her in one sentence and feel useful for the rest of the night.

He puts his hand flat on the counter and leaves it there.

“What do you think you should do,” he says instead. Alison looks

up at him, surprised, because for a lot of years the man at this counter

would have already been fixing it. She holds his eyes for a second, the

way she used to before the drift, the way she has started to again.

Then she tells him what she thinks she should do, working it out as

she goes, getting there herself. And he does the hardest thing he has

learned to do all year, in a boardroom or a kitchen: nothing. He

listens. He asks one more question. He lets her own it.

And when she has it, when she reaches over and changes a number

on the screen and moves one family up off the line she had them

under, she looks up at him again and holds it. He holds it back.

Neither of them says the thing, because there is nothing that needs

saying. His hand is still flat on the counter where he put it. He doesn’t

give her the answer. That’s the whole discipline, in a kitchen instead

of a boardroom, and it is the same discipline.
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CHAPTER 17: THE MEETING THAT
WANDERED

The Weekly Game Plan Meeting has been running long enough now

that Edward no longer thinks about it the way you think about a thing

you’re still learning, and that, it’ll turn out, is the problem. Same

table. Same time, Tuesday, seven-thirty, the whiteboard wiped, the

app open on the big screen at the end of the room with the scoreboard

glowing green and red down the column. They have run it every week

for months, through a heat wave that put four service techs down and

through the week Rocky was out for his daughter’s wedding and

through the week the Carmel job blew its schedule, and it has held,

and it has mostly earned a B, and a B is a good grade, and a good

grade’s exactly the kind of thing that lets a room start to relax without

anyone deciding to relax. Edward pours his coffee and takes his chair

and doesn’t notice that he’s stopped preparing for this meeting the

way he used to, because when a thing works you stop watching it

work, which is the oldest trap there is.

Cig’s sitting in this week. He does that, drops in every so often,

takes the chair against the wall a little back from the table, opens his

notebook, and says almost nothing, and the room has learned that his

silence isn’t approval. Edward catches his eye once at the start and

Cig gives him the smallest nod, a catcher settling behind the plate,

and then he says nothing else for a long time.

They read the standard out loud, Sara this week, her voice steady

on the lines about saying it straight and getting everybody home.

They walk the 30-Day Play, the one play the whole company’s

running this month, and it’s on track. They walk the scoreboard,

position by position, green mostly, a couple of reds that get a sentence

each and a name. It’s going fine. It’s going, Edward thinks, the way it



mattfoss.com

153

goes.

Then they get to the Hit List, and the meeting wanders off into the

weeds and doesn’t come back for half an hour.

•  •  •

The issue at the top of the list is one Edward already knows, because

it’s been at the top of the list, in one wording or another, for three

weeks: estimates are going out late. Bids that should hit the client in

five days are hitting in nine, in eleven, and All Star’s lost two in a row

to faster shops, one of them a repeat customer, and the number lives

in red on the scoreboard under Preconstruction where everybody can

see it, which is the whole point of a scoreboard, except that seeing a

thing and solving a thing are not the same act, and this room is about

to spend thirty minutes proving it.

“Okay,” Edward says. “Estimates. Megan. Where are we.”

Megan Harrell straightens in her chair. She carries more than

anyone in the building and complains the least, and everyone in the

room knows it, and right now she has the particular brightness of

someone who’s walked in without her homework and is going to

answer from memory and hope it reads as command. Her Hit List in

the app hasn’t been touched since last Tuesday. Her departmental

scoreboard’s stale, the actuals from a week ago, and Edward can see

it on the screen and chooses, in the moment, not to say so, because

it’s Megan, because she’s drowning and everyone knows she’s

drowning and there’s a kind of mercy in not making her account for

the one ball she dropped when she’s carrying nine.

“We’re slammed,” Megan says. “That’s the honest answer. Bid

volume is up forty percent over last spring. My estimators are

working Saturdays. We’re not late because we’re slow. We’re late

because there’s more coming in than three people can turn around.”

“That tracks,” Rocky says, not looking up from his phone. “The

pipeline’s the fattest it’s been. Good problem.”
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“It doesn’t feel like a good problem to the client who didn’t get his

number,” Jake says.

“No,” Megan says, a little sharp, “but I can’t manufacture hours.

You want the bids faster, I need a fourth estimator, and hiring one

takes ninety days I don’t have.”

And that, right there, is the moment the meeting quietly dies,

though no one in the room feels it die, because it feels like the

opposite, it feels like they’re getting somewhere. Someone says

maybe they pull an estimator off the retrofit side. Someone says the

retrofit side’s buried too. Jake tells a story about a job in the spring

where the estimate sat on somebody’s desk for a week because

nobody knew whose desk it was, and it’s a good story, and true, and it

goes nowhere. Rocky runs a quick number out loud on what a fourth

estimator costs fully loaded and whether the margin supports it, and

the number’s interesting, and the conversation follows the number the

way a dog follows a thrown ball, off into the corner, away from the

thing. Kevin says something reasonable about the field feeling the

downstream effect when schedules get compressed. Two more

phones are out now. Andrea has her pen in her hand but she’s not

writing anything, because there’s nothing to write, because nothing’s

being decided.

Edward sits at the head of his own table and feels it. He feels the

meeting going soft under him the way you feel a floor you’ve walked

a thousand times give half an inch, some old animal part of him that

safetied for four years reading the play before the snap, and the read’s

clear: this isn’t going anywhere, we’re trading symptoms, nobody’s

said the actual thing. And the newer, worse instinct, the one he spent

a whole year trying to burn out of himself, the be-nice instinct, the

don’t-embarrass-Megan-she’s-had-a-brutal-month instinct, the

it’s-basically-productive instinct, that one wins, and he lets it run. He

nods along. He says, “Okay, so options are hire, or reallocate, let’s

chew on it.” Chew on it. He hears himself say it. Coach Isaac would

have known that phrase for what it was from across a practice field:
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the sound of a man managing a room instead of leading it.

They chew on it for eleven more minutes. It’s busy. It’s engaged.

Voices go up and come down. It feels, from the inside, like work.

Nothing gets a name. Nothing gets a date. The estimate problem,

which walked into the room in red, is going to walk out of the room in

red, exactly where it was last week and the week before, and the

meeting’s going to feel like it went fine.

•  •  •

“Can I stop us.”

It’s Andrea. She’s put the pen down flat on the table, which is a

thing she does now, Edward’s noticed, when she’s about to say the

hard clean thing, set the pen down first like a fighter taking off a ring.

The room turns to her. She’s thirty years old and she’s the youngest

person at the table by a decade and eight months ago she wouldn’t

have breathed.

“We’ve been on this one issue for half an hour,” Andrea says. “I

timed it. Thirty-one minutes. And I want to say out loud where we

actually are, because I don’t think it’s where it feels like we are.” She

looks at the screen. “The Hit List says estimates are late. That’s

exactly what it said last Tuesday. Same wording. Nobody’s touched

it. We’ve told four good stories and run one good number and we

have not decided a single thing. There’s no owner on it. There’s no

date. If we closed the laptop right now, Megan walks out owning the

same problem she walked in with, by herself, which is how she’s

owned it for a month, and next Tuesday we do this again.”

Nobody says anything. Rocky puts his phone face down on the

table, quietly, the way you set something down when you’ve been

caught holding it.

“And I think I know why,” Andrea says, and she says it gently,

because it’s not an accusation, it’s a diagnosis. “The prep didn’t

happen. The scoreboard on the screen is a week old. The Hit List is a

week old. We didn’t come in ready to solve it, so we came in ready to
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talk about it. Those are different meetings.”

Megan’s jaw is tight. “I’ve been a little underwater, Andrea.”

“I know,” Andrea says. “I’m not saying it to put it on you. I’m

saying it because it’s true and we’re supposed to say the true thing at

this table.”

The room’s very quiet, and into the quiet, for the first time in forty

minutes, Cig speaks. He doesn’t stand up and he doesn’t go to the

whiteboard. He leans forward, forearms on the table, and says five

words. “Where’s the water coming in.”

Edward looks at his own hands. He knows this one cold. He built

the whole company off the answer to it a year ago, off a first meeting

they graded an F together and lived through, and he can feel that he

just let this one go soft for half an hour in front of everybody. Worse,

that he felt it go and let it. “That’s on me,” he says. “It turned twenty

minutes ago. It went friendly and busy and I let it run, because it was

Megan and she’s drowning and I didn’t want to make her account for

the one ball she dropped while she’s carrying nine. That’s the nice

thing to do.” He looks around the table. “It’s not the kind thing. I

know the difference now, and I still did the nice one.”

He straightens in his chair, and the management goes out of his

voice. “So let’s run it again. For real this time. State it clean. What’s

the issue. One sentence.”

“Estimates are going out late,” Megan says. “Nine to eleven days

against a five-day standard.”

“Now we don’t guess at the fix,” Edward says. “We find the root

cause. Not the first reason. The real one.” He looks at Cig, who says

nothing, who’s gone back to being furniture, which is Cig’s way of

saying this one’s yours to run. “Why are they late. First reason.”

“Volume’s up forty percent,” Megan says.

“Okay. But volume was up forty percent in the fall too, and we

were hitting five days in the fall. So volume isn’t the root, volume’s

the weather. Why are they late now. Second reason.”
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Megan opens her mouth and Edward watches her reach for the

fourth estimator again, and watches her stop, because she’s heard

herself say it once already and she’s too smart to like the sound of it

twice. “The estimators are waiting on me,” she says slowly. “That’s

the honest second reason. A bid doesn’t go out until I’ve reviewed the

scope and the number and the exclusions. All three of them queue up

on my desk. When I’m buried, they’re buried.”

“Why does all of it queue on you,” Edward says. “Third reason.”

And now the room goes still in a different way, because they can

all feel it getting close, feel the ground getting firm under them, the

way it never once got firm in the first thirty minutes.

“Because I never pushed it down,” Megan says.

She says it plainly, and it costs her something to say, and it is the

truest sentence anybody has said all morning. “I run Precon the way

I’ve always run Precon. Everything comes through me. The

estimators build the bid, but they don’t own it, I own it, all of it, every

scope call and every handoff. There’s no lead estimator who can

release a standard bid without me. There’s no huddle in my

department. My guys have never even seen the departmental

scoreboard, I keep the whole thing in my own head and I report it up

to this room and that’s it. Stats flow up out of me. Nothing flows back

down.” She lets out a breath. “The handoff from estimating to

scheduling doesn’t have an owner because I’m the owner, of

everything, and when I’m underwater the whole department is

underwater, because the department is me.”

“There’s the water,” Cig says quietly, from the wall. “That’s the

root. It was never a headcount problem. You could hire a fourth

estimator tomorrow and in three months you’d have four people

waiting on you instead of three.” He looks at Megan, and there’s

respect in it, not blame. “You know why this is you and not the weak

ones on your team? Because you’re the strongest one. The strong

ones don’t push it down. They absorb it. They carry it because they

can, and they carry it right up until they can’t, and then the whole
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thing goes dark at once because it was all living in one person.” He

taps the table, once. “Stats flow up, coaching flows down. You’ve got

the up part. You never built the down part. The system you run at this

table, you never ran it inside your own department. And the system

works where you run it. Everywhere else, it’s still the old way.”

Megan doesn’t argue. That’s the thing Edward will remember

about this morning, later, in the truck. She doesn’t defend it. She just

nods, slow, like a person setting down something she’s been carrying

so long she forgot it was heavy.

•  •  •

“Okay,” Edward says. “Now we decide, and it gets a name and a date,

or we didn’t do anything.”

“Megan installs the system inside Precon,” Andrea says, already

writing now, the pen moving. “Same tools we run up here.

Departmental scoreboard her estimators can actually see. A daily

huddle so obstacles surface in a day instead of on my desk in a week.

And a named owner for the estimate-to-schedule handoff, so a

standard bid can go out the door without Megan touching it.”

“Priya can own the handoff,” Megan says. “She’s been ready. I’ve

just never let her have it.” A small, dry almost-laugh. “That’s the

whole problem in one sentence, isn’t it.”

“Install, don’t delegate,” Cig says. “You’re not handing Priya a

task and walking off. You’re installing a system she runs the same

way you’d run it, same standard, same language. That takes reps.

That takes you coaching her, not covering for her.”

“What’s the play,” Edward says. “Thirty days. What’s actually

true at the end of thirty days.”

“End of thirty days,” Megan says, and Edward can hear her doing

the real work now, the honest math instead of the hopeful kind,

“Precon has its own scoreboard live and updated by the estimators,

not by me. Daily huddle running every morning. And Priya releasing

standard bids on her own signature, with me only touching the
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complex ones. If that’s true, the five-day number comes back on its

own, because the bottleneck was never the hours. It was me.”

“Owner?”

“Me,” Megan says. “Mine to install. Priya owns the handoff. But

the install is on me.”

“Date.”

Megan looks at the calendar on her phone, and this time nobody

minds the phone, because it’s being used for the meeting instead of

against it. “The scoreboard and the huddle are live by the

twenty-eighth. Priya releasing on her own by end of next month.” She

looks up. “Put it on the Hit List with my name and both dates. And

check me on it next Tuesday, out loud, in front of everybody. If it

hasn’t moved, don’t be nice about it.”

Andrea types it into the app, and on the big screen the line that had

sat unchanged for three weeks finally changes, a name and two dates

appearing next to it, and it’s a small thing, a few words on a screen,

and it’s the entire difference between a company that talks about its

problems and a company that solves them.

•  •  •

They grade it a C at the end, honestly, Rocky refusing to round it up,

Jake pointing out it isn’t an F either, not anymore. Edward writes the

C in the app.

“A C,” Cig says, and he is gathering his notebook now, standing,

“because you wasted half the meeting. And a C instead of an F

because you caught yourselves and took one thing all the way down

to the root and put a name and a date on it before you walked out. A B

you can hide behind for a year. An F you have to fix on Tuesday.

That’s the whole game right there, in one hour. You saw both

companies this morning. The one that talks, and the one that solves.

Same people. Same table. The only difference was whether you did

the prep and whether you were willing to tell the truth about the

score.”
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He stops at the door, and Edward knows him well enough now to

know he’s been saving something.

“The system doesn’t fail loud,” Cig says. “Nobody blows it up. It

rots one quiet Tuesday at a time, one meeting nobody prepped for,

one problem everybody agreed to just chew on. Winging it doesn’t

look like chaos. Winging it looks like a nice, busy, friendly meeting

where nothing gets a name. And it looks like canceling this meeting

the week you’re slammed, which is the exact week you need it most.

This is the most important meeting you have. Not the biggest. The

most important. Run it right on the weeks you don’t feel like it, or

don’t bother running it at all.”

Then he says, “I love you. Now go do the prep,” and he’s gone.

•  •  •

The room empties. Megan’s the last one up, and she stops next to

Edward’s chair on her way out, the stale scoreboard still glowing on

the screen behind her, a week old, hers to fix.

“I almost left, you know,” she says. It’s not quite a question.

“Back in the winter. I had the offer in my inbox. I was so tired of

being the only one who carried it.” She looks at the frozen numbers

on the screen, then back at him. “Turns out I was the one who

wouldn’t put it down.”

Edward doesn’t fill the silence, and doesn’t reach for the easy

thing, and Alison would have been proud of him for that, the

not-fixing. He just holds her eye.

“Twenty-eighth,” Megan says. “You’ll check me.”

“Out loud,” Edward says. “In front of everybody.”

She almost smiles, and goes, and Edward sits for a minute in the

emptied room with his cold coffee and the old scoreboard burning

quietly on the wall, one column a week out of date, and he does not

look away from it, because that red is the truest thing in the building

this morning, and he has finally learned that you do not fix the

number by leaving the room. You fix it by being the kind of man who
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prepares for the Tuesday he does not feel like showing up for, and

then shows up, and reaches over, and updates the board.
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CHAPTER 18: ALL THE WAY DOWN

Edward drives home from the Tuesday meeting along the same

stretch of highway where a year and a half ago he couldn’t have told

you whether the company was winning or losing. He feels something

he hasn’t let himself feel in a long time. Finished. Not done. Finished.

Like the thing is finally built and he can stand back from it.

The meeting had wandered, in the good way it wanders now, the

late-estimates problem chased past the symptom and past the easy

blame until the room hit rock, and the rock had a name. Megan.

Or not Megan exactly, but the thing Megan said about herself, out

loud, in front of every leader she has. That she had kept the whole

system at her own level and never pushed it down inside

preconstruction, that she had built, in her own department, the exact

trap the company spent a year climbing out of.

She had said it plainly, the way the standard now demands: Say It

Straight. She had put a date on the fix, and named the estimator,

Priya, who would own the estimate-to-schedule handoff from here on.

And the room had gone quiet the way it goes when something true

gets set down on the table, and then it had moved on to the next red.

That, Edward thinks, was the last one. The scoreboard runs green

most weeks now, up on the screen off the app, greens and reds down

the column, and the reds get talked about like weather, not like

accusations. The standard opens every meeting, Everybody Home

and Two Degrees and Say It Straight, and nobody smirks anymore

because they’ve all watched what the words cost and what they buy.

And the one soft spot left in the whole company, the one

department still routing everything through a single person, just got

named by that person and handed a date. Megan fixes precon, and the

system’s in. All of it, every corner.
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He grades the meeting a B and means it. He tells Alison at the

counter that night that he thinks they finally installed it, the whole

thing, that he’s honestly not sure Cig has much left to teach him.

Alison hands him a plate and says that’s nice, babe, and doesn’t look

convinced, and he decides that’s just Alison being Alison.

•  •  •

Cig lets him talk for a while the next week. It’s the first sign, if

Edward knew how to read it, because Cig usually cuts in early, leans

in, claps the table, says yes, that’s it.

This time he just sits across the little table in the office with his

coffee going cold. He lets Edward walk him through the whole thing:

the meeting that found its own root, Megan naming her own trap in

front of the room, the date on the board, Priya’s name on the handoff.

When Edward finishes, Cig is quiet for a beat too long.

“That’s a good meeting,” Cig says. “I believe you. A room that

can drive its own problem all the way down to the person sitting in it,

and the person can say it out loud without getting defensive. That’s a

year of work, right there.”

“So once Megan gets precon squared away, we’re there,” Edward

says. “That was the last soft spot. We installed it.”

“You think Megan’s the hole.” Cig says it gently. That’s worse

than if he’d said it hard. “Let me tell you what actually happened in

that room. Megan didn’t get caught because Megan’s the one leader

who kept it at her level. Megan got caught because preconstruction is

where the wall was this week. The late estimates, that’s the symptom

that happened to bruise this month, so you drove it down, and it

bottomed out in her department, and there she was, holding all of it.

So now you think you found the one leak, and you’re going to patch

it, and you’ll be done.” He lets that sit. “Edward. It was never just

Megan. Every one of those leaders is holding it exactly the way she

is. She’s just the one who got driven into a wall in front of you.”
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Edward feels the finished feeling start to leak out of him. “The

others are running it. The whole company sees the scoreboard.

Everybody knows the values.”

“Knowing is not running.” Cig turns his coffee cup a quarter turn

on the table, the way he does when he’s about to make Edward do the

work. “Your best field super, Jake, twenty-three years in the trade.

Does Jake run a scoreboard with his crews? Does Jake have a position

card for the guy running the sheet metal on the Fishers job, so that

man knows the five things that mean he won his week? When a

plumber and a sheet-metal foreman get in it on a job site at six-fifteen

in the morning, does that get solved on the trailer, by them, with a

system, or does it still come up the ladder to Kevin, and Kevin to

you?”

Edward doesn’t answer, because they both already know it comes

up the ladder.

“So here’s what you actually built,” Cig says. “You took the old

company, the one where every real problem routed to Edward, and

you built a beautiful new version where every real problem routes to

your six leaders instead of your one. That’s better. That is genuinely

better, six hoses instead of one. But it is the same shape. You just

built a nicer version of the same problem. Your leaders are the new

bottleneck, all six of them, not one, and the day any of them goes

down, or gets busy, or has a bad month, everything under them goes

right back to the old way, because the old way is the only way that

ever got installed down there.”

“So it’s the thing we already said. Push it down.” Edward says the

phrase back to him, the one Cig had put in the room the week before.

“But not just Megan.”

“Not just Megan. Every one of them.” Cig picks it up flat, and lets

it sit. “You named the idea already. Now widen it. This was never

Megan’s assignment, it’s the whole leadership team’s, and it’s the

same exact move for every one of them. And hear the difference,

because this is where almost everybody goes wrong. You’re not
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delegating tasks, Edward. That’s what you’ll think this is, and it’s

why you’ll keep almost doing it and stopping. You’re not handing

your leaders a to-do list. You’re installing a system. Install, don’t

delegate. There’s a whole world of difference, and the difference is

whether this thing outlives your energy or dies the first busy

Tuesday.”

He gets up, which he does maybe once an hour, and he draws a

simple picture on the whiteboard, a box at the top and a row of boxes

under it and a row of boxes under those.

“You ever watch how a real staff installs a playbook,” Cig says.

“Head coach doesn’t run every position drill. He can’t. He built the

playbook, the whole system, the language, the standard, what winning

looks like. Then he hands it to his coordinators, and the coordinators

install it with their units. The defensive coordinator teaches the exact

same system, in the exact same language, to the exact same standard,

and holds his guys to the exact same accountability, one level down,

with the people he coaches every day. Same playbook. Different

room. That’s not delegation. The head coach didn’t say go figure out

your own defense. He said here is the system, now you install it with

your people, the way I installed it with you.” He taps the top box.

“You built the playbook. Now your coordinators install it with their

units. Every leader in that Tuesday room takes every tool you gave

them and installs it one level down, with their own people. Same

system, same words, same standard.”

“So I send them all back to install everything,” Edward says,

already leaning in, ready to go run it. “Roster, scoreboard, huddle,

plays, the one-on-ones, all of it, this month. Rip the bandage off.”

“No.” Cig points the marker at him, and there’s the correction, one

thing, not the whole plan. “That’s the other way people blow this.

They come out of a meeting all fired up and dump the entire system

on a crew in one week, roster and scoreboard and huddle and plays

and one-on-ones all at once, and the crew drowns, and it dies, and

everybody decides the system doesn’t work on the floor. It works
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fine. You just fed a man a steak by throwing the whole cow at him.”

He caps the marker. “One tool at a time. Give a department ninety

days. First month, the foundation, the roster and the scoreboard and a

daily huddle, and you let it be ugly, and you hold it anyway. Second

month, the rhythm, the weekly meeting, the department’s own

thirty-day play that they own. Third month, the coaching, the

one-on-ones. And you don’t measure whether it worked by sitting in

the room. You measure it by the output. Is the scoreboard updated

when you didn’t update it? Is the Hit List moving when you weren’t

in the room? Are the huddles running on a morning you never showed

up? That’s installed.”

Edward looks at the three rows of boxes. “And if a leader doesn’t

do it. If they keep it at their level.”

Cig looks at him for a second, and something crosses his face that

Edward will understand a lot better in about four months.

“Then you’ll get to watch, in your own building, in real time,

exactly what it costs,” Cig says. “You won’t have to argue about it.

It’ll show up on a wall. Send them to install it. Every one of them,

every tool, one level down, ninety days. Then get out of the way and

go read the scoreboard.”

•  •  •

Kevin Marsh believes it before he understands it, which is the right

order for Kevin.

He’s a field man who spent fourteen years in a VP chair that fit

him like a borrowed suit. When Edward finally put him back on the

field, back to Field Operations Manager, back to the trailers and the

trade and the smell of cut copper, something in the man came back

online.

So when the word comes down that every department installs the

whole system with its own people, Kevin doesn’t treat it like an

assignment. He treats it like his.
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It’s slow, and it’s ugly, and it takes weeks longer than anyone

drew up. Kevin sits in a job trailer on the Fishers site with Jake

Peterson and two superintendents and a foreman named Reggie, and

he tries to build position cards for the crews, and the first meeting is a

disaster.

Jake, twenty-three years in, six foot two, crosses his arms and says

he’s been running crews since before half the office was born and he

doesn’t need a card to tell him his job. Kevin doesn’t fight him. Kevin

says that’s exactly why he wants Jake’s help writing them, because if

the card is wrong, it’s because a guy who’s been doing it that long

hasn’t looked at it yet.

It takes three trailer sessions and a lot of coffee before there’s a

position card for a field foreman that Jake will sign his name to. Five

jobs, the two or three stats that mean the crew won its week, the calls

a foreman gets to make on the job without picking up the phone.

It’s one page. It’s the first time in the history of the company that a

foreman on an All Star job has a piece of paper that tells him what

winning looks like before lunch.

Then Kevin puts a scoreboard on the shop wall. Not only the app,

though the numbers live in the app too. He puts a physical board on

the wall by the coffee where every crew walks past it at six a.m., their

stats, their targets, green and red, their names.

There’s grumbling. There’s a week where somebody writes

something on it about management that Kevin leaves up for a day and

then quietly erases.

He stands in front of it one morning with the whole field crew and

says the thing Cig taught him, in his own flat way so it doesn’t sound

like a poster. Stats flow up, he says. Coaching flows down. This

board isn’t here so the office can grade you. It’s here so you can see

the score without waiting for somebody to tell you, and so when a

number goes red, I come down here to coach it, not to chew you out.

If I ever use this board to embarrass a man, you have my permission

to tell me to my face. Say it straight. That’s our standard too, not just
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theirs.

The daily huddle’s the part that takes the longest and matters the

most. Fifteen minutes, on their feet, on the trailer, same time every

morning, three questions and no problem-solving, obstacles go on the

list.

The first two weeks Kevin runs it and it’s stiff and nobody talks.

The third week he makes Reggie run it and steps back against the

wall.

By the second month, Kevin isn’t running it at all. He shows up

some mornings and stands in the back and says nothing, and the

crews run their own fifteen minutes. A foreman raises an obstacle, a

materials delay, and instead of a forty-minute gripe session it goes on

the list with a name, and the huddle ends on time, and the trucks roll.

They write their first process plays, too, the ugly documenting of

how the repeatable service work actually gets done, the exact steps of

a rooftop unit changeout, so that the standard is on paper and not in a

man Kevin can’t clone. And they build their own departmental

thirty-day play, one Kevin’s field leaders own, not one handed down

from the Tuesday room, and Jake, of all people, is the one who argues

hardest for what it should be.

Reggie wants the play to be crew utilization, because it’s the

number sitting softest on the new board. Jake shakes his head.

“Utilization’s a vanity number, you all just taught me that word,” he

says, jabbing a thumb at the wall. “We chase it straight, we’ll just

start standing guys around looking busy to turn it green. The play’s

the six-fifteen-in-the-morning coordination fight. My tin guys and the

plumbers climbing over each other in the same ceiling because

nobody walked the overhead before it got built. That’s the one that

actually bleeds us, and it’s a thing a foreman can own on the trailer

without calling the office.” He looks around the room. “Thirty days.

Every job gets a coordination walk before rough-in starts. One

number, did the walk happen or didn’t it.” Nobody argues, because

Jake’s right, and because the man who spent twenty-three years
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watching that exact fight go unsolved just named the play the whole

room had been circling for an hour.

It’s messy the whole way. There’s a stretch in the second month

where the huddle gets skipped three mornings in a row because a big

job went sideways and everybody agreed they were too busy. That’s

exactly the way these things die.

Kevin catches it and doesn’t yell. He just starts the huddle again

the next morning himself, on time, whether the guys feel like it or not.

It holds the standard when the feelings won’t. He holds it. Week after

ugly week, Kevin holds it.

•  •  •

Megan Harrell knows exactly what she has to do. That’s what makes

it the saddest and most important thing in the company: she didn’t

miss the lesson. She’s not lazy and she’s not defiant.

And then she goes back down the hall to her department, and the

drowning pulls her right back under. Knowing the root cause of a

thing and actually installing a system while you’re underwater are

two completely different jobs, and nobody warns you that the second

one is the hard one. Megan’s the strongest person in the building, and

her strength is exactly the disease.

Because Megan runs preconstruction, and preconstruction’s

drowning: six estimators and a bid calendar that never stops, margins

that get made or lost in the two weeks before a number goes out the

door. Every single day there’s a bid due, and every bid has something

in it that only Megan can catch.

So every morning she means to build it: the position card, the

handoff to Priya, the real departmental roster. And every morning

there’s a number due at five that only she can save. Building the

system is tomorrow’s work. Catching tonight’s bid is tonight’s work,

and tonight always wins.

The Priya handoff slips a week, and then another week, not

because Megan changed her mind but because the fastest way she
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knows to keep a bad number from going out the door is the way she’s

always done it. Catch it herself, at midnight, alone. A commitment, it

turns out, is not an install.

An estimator brings her a number, and instead of finishing the

position card that would let Priya know when a number is right, she

just checks the number herself, tonight, after everyone leaves.

A scope looks thin and instead of a scoreboard that would show

the whole team the miss, she redlines it alone at nine p.m. She doesn’t

stand up the huddle, because a huddle’s fifteen more minutes she

doesn’t have in a morning that’s already a knife fight.

And the app, the plain shared one where all the tools live, she

half-keeps. Her scoreboard in it goes stale, two weeks behind, then

three, because updating it’s one more thing and she’s already doing

the actual work the scoreboard is only supposed to describe.

Her department Hit List sits with the same three items on it for a

month, one of them the Priya handoff she promised out loud, because

Megan’s not moving them through a system, she’s just carrying them,

at midnight, herself.

•  •  •

The gap doesn’t announce itself. It just starts to show up on the walls,

the way Cig said it would.

By late summer Kevin’s field scoreboard is moving. The service

margin, the recurring stuff bolted under the lumpy project work, starts

to climb, a point and then two, because the crews can see the score

now and men who can see a score compete.

Retention holds through a stretch where two competitors are

poaching field techs with signing money. It holds not because Kevin

begs anybody to stay, but because a field tech at All Star now knows

exactly where he stands, has a card that tells him what winning looks

like, gets coached on a number instead of yelled at over a feeling.

A coordination fight that a year ago would have pulled a plumbing

sub off a site at six-fifteen and lit up Edward’s phone now gets solved
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on the trailer in the morning huddle, by the crew, with a name and a

date. Edward never hears about it at all, which he has to learn to read

as a win, not as silence.

Preconstruction, in the same season, doesn’t pull away. It stays

exactly where it was, which is to say it stays on Megan. The date she

put on the board in June comes and goes, and the Priya handoff’s still

a line on a Hit List and not a thing that exists, because every day the

bid wins and the build waits.

Her bids are still good, because Megan’s still good. But the

department around her doesn’t get faster or deeper. It gets more

dependent, because every day she catches the thing herself, she

teaches her estimators, again, that the way you get a number right is

you take it to Megan. Her scoreboard in the app is a month stale and

everyone’s quietly stopped looking at it.

Her people funnel every real decision up to her, because the old

way is the only system they were ever given. And Megan, who used

to leave a little earlier on Fridays because she was tired, now doesn’t

leave early at all, because there’s no bottom to it. She’s more

exhausted in August than she was in the spring, which should be

impossible, and is not.

Edward watches it happen from the head of the Tuesday table, two

columns pulling apart in front of him, and he doesn’t have to be told

which department pushed it down and which one kept it at the top. He

can read it on the scoreboard.

•  •  •

The proof comes the week he leaves.

And the mercy of it, the part he couldn’t have arranged if he’d

tried, is that it’s not a vacation. It’s the opposite. His mother goes

down on the ice on her back steps three states away and cracks a hip.

Edward’s in the truck before he’s finished the phone call, and he’s

gone a full week, useless and far, doing the small helpless work of a

son in a hospital hallway and a too-quiet house. His phone stays in his
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pocket, and for the first time in fifteen years, there’s no room left in

him to run a company from a distance even if he wanted to.

There was a version of Edward, and it wasn’t long ago, for whom

this exact week would have been a catastrophe on two fronts at once.

A mother in a hospital bed in front of him, and a company quietly

burning down behind him, because it couldn’t go four days without

him in the room.

He braces for the second fire the whole drive out. He tells the

leadership team he’s gone and mostly unreachable and he means it,

and he waits, in the waiting-room chairs, for the phone to start

lighting up with the things only he can fix.

And here’s the part he doesn’t plan, the part that turns a week off

into the clearest lesson of the year. The same week he’s gone,

Megan’s gone too. A major bid pulls her into two straight days of

owner negotiations across town, phone off, head down, exactly when

her department needs a dozen small decisions made.

And preconstruction stops. Not slows. Stops. Two estimators sit

on numbers they can’t release because the only person who ever

releases a number is unreachable, and Priya, who was supposed to

own the handoff by now, was never actually handed anything to own.

A bid nearly goes out with a scope Megan would have caught in nine

seconds and that no one else was ever taught to catch, and it’s pure

luck that Rocky happens to glance at it.

There’s a small pile of texts on Megan’s dark phone when she

surfaces, each one a decision her department couldn’t make without

her. She answers them at eleven that night from a hotel bar,

exhausted, propping up a department by remote control, and some

quiet part of her is starting to understand that this isn’t what strong

looks like. This is what a bottleneck looks like from the inside.

Field operations, the same week, with the owner gone and Kevin

himself out two of the days at a family thing, runs. The huddles

happen because the crews run the huddles. The stats get reported to

the board because reporting the stats is somebody’s actual position
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now, not a favor to Kevin.

A rooftop unit fails on a live job and the service crew works it off

the process play they wrote back in June. They solve it. They close it.

Nobody calls Kevin, and nobody calls Edward, because the system

lives in the department now and not in a man. This is the frontline

proof, the floor of the company holding its own full weight with every

boss above it unreachable, and Edward’s not even there to see it

happen.

He finds out about the failure only when he gets back, because it

shows up green on the board with a note next to it: solved. He stands

in front of the shop wall reading it with a week of hospital hallways

and highway still on him, and he understands, all the way down to the

floor of him, what Cig meant.

You stop being the system, Cig had said, and you start leading it.

Edward had nodded at the time the way you nod at a good line. Now

he’s standing in front of the proof of it: one department that kept

humming with both its bosses unreachable, and one department that

seized up the instant its one strong person turned her phone off.

The difference isn’t talent. Megan has more raw talent than

anyone in the building. Kevin installed it. Megan carried it. He gets

the difference now the way you only get a thing after you’ve watched

it cost somebody.

•  •  •

Megan sees it too, and that’s the part that saves her, in the end, though

it doesn’t save her yet, because you can’t install a thing in a person by

telling them the score.

She watches the field scoreboard pull away from hers all through

the fall, greens stacking up on Kevin’s wall while her own board sits

a month stale, and she’s far too good, and far too honest, to pretend

she doesn’t know why. She sees Kevin come out of the trailers

looking lighter than he has in years, a man who set his department

down off his own back one tool at a time.
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She does the math on her own shoulders, which are the strongest

in the company and the most tired, and somewhere in there the thing

turns. Not because anyone shamed her. Because she finally lets

herself see that the way out of drowning isn’t to swim harder.

It’s the exact thing she’s been too underwater to do, the thing that

felt like more work and was the only work that would ever get her

out. Push it down. Stop being the hero and start being the coach.

It’s late, past seven, the office long dark except for her corner,

when she finally does it. The bids can wait one night, she decides,

which is a sentence she hasn’t let herself think in a year.

She pulls up the app, the one she’s been half-keeping and

half-avoiding, and she doesn’t open the scoreboard she’s behind on

and she doesn’t open the Hit List she’s been carrying in her head

instead of in the system. She opens the roster.

A blank department roster, the positions preconstruction actually

needs, not the people she happens to have, and she starts, for the first

time, to build it. She types the first position, and under it, in the owner

line, she types an estimator’s name that isn’t her own. Then the next

one. Then the next.

The office is dark and the parking lot is empty. The only light is

the one over Megan’s desk and the pale glow of the screen, and the

cursor sits blinking under a short list of names that are finally not all

hers. She looks at it for a long moment before she keeps going.
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PART THREE: THE COMMITMENT



mattfoss.com

176



mattfoss.com

177

CHAPTER 19: THE MACHINE

The proof doesn’t come at the annual planning session. The proof

comes on an ordinary Tuesday, and Edward’s not there to see it.

That’s the entire point.

But the annual session comes first, and it’s worth sitting in,

because it’s the day the year gets graded.

They do it in December, a full day, the whole leadership team, and

they open it the way the year has taught them to open everything:

with the truth. And the truth on the scoreboard, at the end of the first

full year of doing this, is a number Edward makes Rocky say out

loud, because Edward wants to hear someone other than himself say

it.

Twenty-six million dollars. Nine percent margin. Eighty-eight

people.

They hit the one-year goal. All of it. The number Edward wrote

down in a warehouse office when it felt like a fantasy, the run-rate

plus the plays that were going to bridge the gap, and they closed the

gap. They closed it not by Edward working more hours, he worked

fewer this year than any year in a decade, but by a company that

finally knew what it was aiming at and could see whether it was

hitting.

And the margin’s the part that matters more than the revenue,

because six became nine, three full points, on work that used to leak

out of four holes at once. The holes aren’t all sealed. But they’re seen

now, every week, on a wall, by people who own them, and a hole you

can see is a hole you can close. Rocky is the one who says the part

nobody outside this room would understand: the copper house put

them back on net-thirty in the fall, without being asked, and he

stopped watching the runway number sometime around the first hard

frost and hasn’t gone back to it since.
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•  •  •

There’s one thing on the year’s honest ledger that isn’t a number, and

Edward makes sure it gets said out loud too, because a look-back that

only counts the wins is the old lie in a new suit. And because this

one’s Andrea’s.

In the spring a project coordinator named Dana, two years in, solid

and well-liked, went sideways for six weeks, missed handoffs and a

blown client deadline, and Andrea ran the correction the way the

standard says to, straight and documented and fair, and didn’t soften

it because she liked her. It was, by the book, a good correction. Dana

quit two weeks in and was gone. What Andrea never did was ask the

one question the system doesn’t put on any card. Why. The answer

came out later, sideways: Dana’s mother was dying three hours south,

and Dana had been driving down every weekend and telling no one,

because she didn’t want to be the one asking for a break. She didn’t

need a correction plan. She needed somebody to say take the month,

we’ve got you. The standard, run clean, doesn’t dispense grace, and

Andrea ran the standard clean.

“I held the line exactly right,” Andrea says, when it’s her turn to

put a miss on the ledger, “and I lost a good person I could have kept,

because holding the line and knowing when somebody needs a hand

are two different jobs and I only did the first one. The scoreboard told

me she missed the standard. It didn’t tell me her mom was dying.

That part I was supposed to see. I was so proud of finally making my

own call that I made it with my eyes half shut.” She lets it sit. “I’d run

it the same way. I’d just ask why first. She was worth a why.”

Nobody rushes to make her feel better, because that’s not what

this table does anymore. Edward writes the name down and keeps it

the way he keeps David Weston’s, because a leader who only ever

counts the saves is a leader still lying to himself. The strongest person

he’s ever going to hand this company to just proved she’s human, out

loud, in front of everyone, on purpose.
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But the annual session isn’t about the year behind. It’s mostly

about the year ahead. Edward watches his team reset the whole page:

the three-year declaration still sitting at the top, forty-five million and

twelve percent, closer now than it’s ever been, and the new one-year

goal under it, then the key drivers for the year, and the first thirty-day

play of the new year.

And the biggest decision of the day, the one that will define the

next stretch of the company, is a decision Edward doesn’t make.

The team decides to build a real service department. Not the

ad-hoc thing it’s been, bolted onto operations, but its own position, its

own roster, its own scoreboard, its own leader. It’s the right call, a

recurring-revenue engine under the lumpy project work, the thing that

will smooth the whole company out.

It’s Andrea and Rocky and Kevin who build the case for it, argue

it, and land it. Edward’s entire contribution to the biggest strategic

decision of the year is to sit in his chair and say, when they finally

turn to him, “I think you’re right. Go build it.”

Go build it. Three words. He used to make every decision in the

building. Now the highest-value thing the owner of a

twenty-six-million-dollar company can contribute is to recognize a

good call his people already made and get out of its way.

•  •  •

The Tuesday comes a few weeks later, and it comes by accident.

Edward’s in the passenger seat of a truck, three hours north, on a

fishing trip with Francis that they planned around a school break. It’s

a Tuesday, and at seven-thirty in the morning his phone buzzes with

the thing it buzzes with every Tuesday: the automated note that the

Weekly Game Plan Meeting is starting. And Edward, out of the old

habit that will probably never fully die, thinks about calling in.

He doesn’t call in.

He puts the phone in the glovebox and he takes his son fishing.

Somewhere back in Indianapolis, in a conference room that smells
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like carpet and coffee, his leadership team reads the standard out

loud, checks the scoreboard, reviews the commitments from last

week, and works the Hit List.

They take two real problems all the way down to a name and a

date, and grade the meeting a B, and none of them think it’s

remarkable that the owner isn’t there, because it’s not remarkable

anymore. It’s just Tuesday.

Edward finds out how it went the next morning, in his fifteen

minutes, from a two-line note from Andrea that says, Good meeting.

Solved the dispatch thing. Don’t worry about it, we’ve got it. Enjoy

the fish.

We’ve got it.

Edward sits in a truck cab reading two lines from a thirty-year-old

who a year and a half ago flipped through a notebook nobody read

and said I’d have to check. She now runs his company on a Tuesday

and tells the owner, kindly, to enjoy the fish.

And he has to put the phone down and look out the windshield at a

gray lake for a minute, because the thing he wanted, the actual thing,

the thing under all the other things, just happened, and it happened

while he wasn’t looking.

The company ran without him. Not as a fantasy. As a Tuesday.

•  •  •

Cig comes to the shop one more time that winter, and it’s different,

because for the first time Edward’s not sure what he needs from him.

He gets there before Edward’s off a call and waits in the lobby

with his coat still on, blowing on a gas-station coffee, and for a while

he’s just a big tired guy who drove across town in the sleet. He

complains about the salt trucks. He complains about his knee, the

catcher’s knee, thirty years behind the plate and it still tells him

there’s weather coming sooner than the app on his phone does. None

of it goes anywhere or turns into a lesson. Then he sets the coffee

down, and it comes back into his eyes, and they get to it.
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“That’s the right feeling,” Cig says, when Edward admits it.

“You’re not sure what you need from me because you’re starting not

to need me, and a coach who makes himself permanent is a coach

who failed. I’m not going anywhere, we’ll keep meeting, but it’s

going to change now. Less me teaching you a tool. More me just

being the guy who tells you the truth about your reps, because you’ll

always want one of those. Even the best head coach in the world has

somebody in his ear.” Cig lets that sit for a second before he keeps

going. “But the building blocks are built. You’ve got a standard, a

roster, a scoreboard, a rhythm. You’ve got people who own things

and a room that solves its own problems and a company that runs on a

Tuesday you’re not in.” He looks at Edward, and there’s something

almost proud in it, the look Coach Isaac gave him exactly once, at a

locker after a game, that Edward has spent twenty-five years chasing.

“You stopped being the best player on your team this year. You

became the coach. You feel the difference?”

“I feel like I lost something,” Edward admits. “And found

something bigger. Both at once.”

“That’s exactly right,” Cig says. “That’s the trade. You gave up

being the guy who makes every play, and you got back the guy who

builds the people who make the plays. It’s a better job.”

Cig leans forward, the way he does when he wants a line to land.

“It’s the job you were actually always the best at, you just never

had the room to see it. You were captain of that defense for a reason,

remember? Not because you made the most tackles. Because

everybody around you played to a higher standard when you were on

the field.” He smiles. “You just spent a year putting that on a field

that matters more than a game. You’re not the safety anymore,

brother. You’re the coach.”

•  •  •

Cig gets up and goes to the whiteboard, the same one from the first

day, and he writes four words down the side of it, stacked, the way he
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wrote three words a year ago in a different room. Edward has seen

these four words on this board before, at the very beginning, on the

day none of it made sense yet.

Edge. Standard. Structure. Legacy.

“You’re through it now, all the way through,” Cig says, “so you

get to understand what you actually did.” He taps the top word.

“Edge. Who you are. It’s first because there’s a law under all of this

you can’t get around. The standard of the team will never exceed the

standard of the leader. Never. Try to hold your people to a standard

you’re not holding on yourself and they’ll smell it in a week, and the

whole thing is a poster on day one. You had to become a man worth

following before you asked anybody to follow. That’s not a nice idea.

That’s load-bearing.”

He moves down.

“Standard. What you demand. Second, because you cannot build a

machine to enforce a standard that doesn’t exist yet. That’s the

mistake every operations guy makes. He falls in love with the system,

the scoreboard, the meeting, builds all this structure to hold people

accountable, and you look close and there’s nothing underneath it, no

agreed standard, so the structure is just enforcing the boss’s mood.

We built the standard first. Everybody Home. Two Degrees. Say It

Straight. Then, and only then, the machine.”

He taps the third word.

“Structure. The thing that runs without you. Third, because

structure is just the standard made repeatable, so it holds on the days

you’re not there and the days nobody feels like it.” He steps back.

“And that’s why the last one is last.”

Legacy.

“Who you become. Last, because it’s the only one you can’t fake

or rush. It’s not a thing you do, it’s what’s left after you’ve run the

other three long enough that they stopped being effort and turned into

just how this place is.” He caps the marker. “Edge sets the standard.

The standard is what the structure runs. The structure is what lets you
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leave a legacy. Pull that first one out and everything after it comes

down. You didn’t just build a company this year, Edward. You built it

in the only order it could have been built.”

Edward looks at the four words on the board, and for a second he’s

back in the warehouse office a year ago, staring at these same four

words and understanding none of them, a man who wanted a trick and

got handed a mirror. He understands them now. He did not learn

them. He lived them, in order, and that, he’s starting to see, is the only

way anybody ever really learns anything that matters.

•  •  •

The year after Cig tells him he’s become the coach is the year Edward

gets a person wrong, badly, and in a way he couldn’t have two years

earlier, because two years earlier he didn’t have a scoreboard to hide

behind.

The team votes to build the service department, and picking its

leader is Edward’s call. Two men can run it. Cody, whose numbers

are the cleanest in the department, revenue per truck, callback rate, all

of it green, a man who keeps his own board immaculate. And Sal,

older, slower on paper, a middling scoreboard, but the man the

younger techs drift toward in the yard, who has trained half the good

hands in the building and never once put it on a stat.

Edward’s gut likes Sal. The board likes Cody. And Edward, who

has spent two years learning to trust the board over his own moods,

looks at two columns of numbers and promotes the green one.

Cody games the board the quiet way a smart man does. He keeps

the fat calls for himself and buries the ugly warranty work on the new

kids, and for a quarter the number climbs and Edward feels

vindicated. Then Sal puts in his notice with one true sentence on his

way out.

“He’s got the best numbers because he keeps the best jobs. Ask

the second-years who taught them to run a call. It wasn’t Cody.”
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Edward loses Sal and a second tech before he unwinds it, moves

Cody back to a truck, puts a slower, rounder, better man over the

department, and adds Sal’s name to the short list he keeps with David

Weston’s.

He tells Cig plainly, and Cig doesn’t soften it. “You built a

beautiful board, and then you handed it the one call it cannot make.

The system handles ninety percent, brother. I told you that on a lake.

Promoting a man over other men is the ten. There’s no stat for it, and

the day you let the green column make that call for you, you weren’t

running the system. You were hiding in it.” He’s quiet a second.

“What did I tell you about Jake, the first week? When your gut and

the board don’t line up on one of your own people, bet your gut. The

board doesn’t know them. You do.”

•  •  •

“There’s one more thing a coach has to do,” Cig says, pulling his coat

off the back of the chair. “The hardest one, and you’re not ready for it

yet, and that’s okay, because it’s still a couple years off.”

“What is it?”

“You’ll know when you get there,” Cig says. “It’s the whole

reason a coach builds a team in the first place. But not yet. Right now,

go enjoy the year you earned. You built the machine. Now let it run.”
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CHAPTER 20: THE ONE THEY CALL

Edward stands at the outfield fence with a paper cup of gas-station

coffee going cold in his hand, watching Francis take grounders in the

pregame, short hop, glove down, throw across, and the thing he keeps

noticing, the thing that still catches him a little off guard even two

years in, is that his phone is in his pocket and he doesn’t want to look

at it. It’s a Saturday in June at a travel-ball complex an hour north of

Indianapolis, six fields fanned out like spokes off a gravel lot, the

smell of cut grass and concession hot dogs and somebody’s

sunscreen, and All Star Mechanical is having the biggest year it has

ever had, and Edward is standing at a ballfield doing nothing, which

took him most of his adult life to learn how to do.

Three days ago the company ran its Weekly Game Plan Meeting

without him, and Andrea texted him a single line when it was over, on

time, all green except service-truck utilization, Rocky’s got it. He

read it standing in his own kitchen and set the phone face down and

went out and threw with Francis in the yard until the light was gone.

More than ninety people now. Past twenty-six million and still

climbing. And on a Saturday in June the man whose name is on the

building has nothing more pressing to do than hold a cold coffee and

watch a twelve-year-old set his feet.

He’s not thinking any of this in words. He’s watching his son’s

feet, and the way Francis lines the balls up in the bucket when he’s

done, all the seams facing the same direction, and thinking, not for the

first time, that the kid is more like him than either of them will ever

say out loud.

•  •  •
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It has gotten to where people notice him before they notice the

numbers.

He doesn’t see it in himself, mostly, but Alison does, and she tells

him: he’s around more, and lighter, and it shows on him like weather.

They are at the club on a Friday now, the two of them, more Fridays

than not, where for years his chair sat empty while he ran the world

from a truck, and he’s there for it, present, unhurried, teasing the kids’

friends at the grill instead of nodding at them over a screen. He is

back in the shape he keeps, up at four-thirty, clear-eyed, in a good

mood in the steady way a man can’t fake for long, and more than one

person this year has looked at him a beat too long and said some

version of the same thing. You look different. What did you do. A

buddy from church. A guy on the eighteenth green who owns three

car washes and carries the gray Edward used to carry. His

brother-in-law at Thanksgiving, almost careful about it: you seem like

you set something down.

They are asking about the man, not the company, which is the tell.

They can see the weight is gone before they know the first thing about

a scoreboard.

The company they hear about sideways, the way real reputations

travel. All Star is booming, everybody in the trade knows that much,

but the thing that moves faster than the revenue is the people. His

guys talk. A superintendent tells his brother-in-law it’s the best place

he has ever worked and means it. A supplier’s rep mentions,

unprompted, that half the good field talent in the city is trying to get

on at All Star. Somebody’s kid gets hired and comes home saying

they actually run it like a team. It has quietly become the shop people

want to work at and the contractor other men brag about knowing,

and none of that was the thing Edward set out to build, and all of it

came from the thing he built.

Most of the noticing stays right there, at the surface, a nice thing

somebody says before the talk moves back to the game. But every so

often it’s not small talk. Every so often the man asking has really
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looked, and what he sees in Edward is the exact thing he has lost, and

the polite answer isn’t going to hold him.

The man two spots down the fence is going to be one of those.

•  •  •

He is on the phone, and has been on the phone since he walked up,

and is the kind of loud that carries.

He is big, six-five easy, still moving like the athlete he used to be,

a fitted quarter-zip and a watch that costs more than a service van,

sunglasses pushed up on a shaved head, pacing a three-step track

along the fence with one hand cutting the air. Edward clocks it the

way you clock a guy who walks into a room, the presence, the ease,

the noise, and clocks the thing underneath too, which he knows from

the inside: the way the man keeps glancing at the field and not seeing

it, his face somewhere else entirely, on a loading dock or a permit or a

client three cities away.

The half-inning ends and the man is still on the phone. His kid, a

tall boy with the same build, laces a ball into the right-center gap and

pulls into second standing up, and the parents make the noise you

make, and the man turns at the sound a beat too late and calls out

“Attaboy, Cole” to a base his son is already standing on, and goes

back to the call.

Edward has been that man. Edward has called out attaboy to a play

that already happened. He doesn’t think it unkindly. He thinks it the

way you think about a version of yourself you barely got away from.

•  •  •

Between innings the man ends the call, finally, and pockets the

phone, and blows out a long breath, and notices Edward noticing, and

does the thing that big friendly men do, which is decide on the spot

that they’re now friends.

“That your boy at short,” he says. “The little vacuum cleaner. He

hasn’t let a ball through all morning.”
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“That’s him,” Edward says. “Francis.”

“Cole’s dad. Daniel.” The handshake is enormous and means it.

“Your kid’s got a clock in his head. You can see him already know

where he’s throwing before it’s in his glove. You coach him?”

“Some. Mostly I try to stay out of it.”

Daniel laughs like that’s the funniest thing he has heard all week.

“Yeah, well. Easier said.” He looks Edward over, the golf-adjacent

clothes, the Jordans, the flat quiet of him, and lands on the read most

people land on. “What do you do, when you’re not out-coaching

yourself?”

“Mechanical contractor. HVAC and plumbing. Down in Indy.”

“No kidding.” Daniel’s whole face opens. “So you get it. You get

all of it.” He says it the way a drowning man says it to another

swimmer, relief and recognition both. “I’m events. Festivals, big

corporate, brand activations, we did a stadium show last month,

eighteen thousand people, four hundred contractors on site and my

name on every one of them. Marquee Live. You’d know the accounts

if I said them.” The pride is real and earned, and Edward can see the

whole thing at once, the size of it, the flash of it, the way it’s bigger

and louder than anything Edward has ever built. He can also see the

man’s hands, and how they do not stop moving.

“Sounds like a lot to hold,” Edward says.

“It’s everything,” Daniel says. “Which is why I’m answering the

phone at my kid’s tournament, because if I don’t, nobody does, and

then eighteen thousand people find out the hard way.” He says it as a

joke and it doesn’t come out as one. “You played, right? You’ve got

the look. What was your sport.”

“Football. Nothing anybody would’ve heard of. Walk-on. I mostly

ran down on kickoffs and got humbled.”

“Basketball,” Daniel says, tapping his own chest, “four years,

started my last two.” He grins, but it thins out fast, the way a thing

does when the true part shows through. “You know what nobody tells

you. You go from a locker room, a whole team, coaches, a schedule
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that thinks for you, and then you build something, and one day you

look up and it’s just you. You’re the coach and the star and the trainer

and the guy who mops the floor. All of it routes to you. And

everybody thinks that’s the dream.” He watches Cole take a lead off

second. “It’s a lot of Saturdays on the phone, is what it is.”

•  •  •

Cole strikes out to end the inning, and Daniel doesn’t see it, because

the phone has come back out and he has stepped away and turned his

back to the field. Edward watches the boy walk to the dugout and

glance once at the spot where his father stands with his back turned,

and then look away, and it’s such a small thing, a twelve-year-old’s

eyes finding an empty spot and moving on, that Edward has to

breathe through it, because he knows that look from the other side.

When Daniel comes back he’s chewing an antacid and his color is

off. “Sorry,” he says. “That’s my life. That’s the whole show.” He

tries the grin again. “You want the funny part? My wife left me a note

this morning. On the coffee maker. Not a fight note, she’s past

fighting, just a note, have a good tournament and tell Cole I love him,

because she already knew I’d be like this before I walked out the

door. Twelve years. She used to travel with the shows. Now she

leaves notes on the coffee maker.” He says it lightly, and it lands like

a stone. “I keep telling her it’s a season. Give me eighteen more

months and I’ll build a team, I’ll get out from under it. I’ve been

saying eighteen months for about six years.” He looks at Edward, and

here it comes, the thing every one of them says, the thing Edward said

in a truck cab and in a closet with the door shut and to his own face in

the mirror at four-thirty in the morning. “But nobody can run it like

me. Nobody built it, nobody sees all the pieces, nobody’s going to

care the way I care. This is what it costs. You know how it is.”

“I know how it is,” Edward says.

And then he doesn’t say anything for a while, because he’s not

going to pitch this man and he’s not going to give him a speech, and
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he can feel how easy it would be to do either one and how much both

would cost. He just watches the game. Francis comes up, works a

two-strike count, and pokes a single the other way, exactly where the

second baseman isn’t, and Edward taps the fence twice with two

fingers, and Francis, rounding first, finds his father’s face, and

Edward’s looking right at him, and that’s the whole conversation, and

Francis goes back to the bag.

Daniel has been watching that, all of it, the tap, the ease, the way

the man beside him is simply here.

“See, that,” Daniel says, and there’s no salesman left in his voice

at all now. “You’ve been standing at this fence two hours and I don’t

think you’ve looked at your phone once. Your kid does something

small and you’re right there for it. And you’ve got that look on you.”

He hunts for it. “My wife keeps telling me I used to have it. I don’t

even know what it is. So tell me straight, because I’m asking. What

do you know that I don’t.”

•  •  •

“Two years ago I was you,” Edward says. “I don’t mean sort of. I’d

have said the exact sentence you just said, the one about nobody

running it like you, and I’d have called it humility, or loyalty, or love.

It’s the thing you tell yourself so you never have to hand anything to

anybody.” He says it plainly, the way you read a number off a page.

“I missed one of his games that spring. Whole game. Told myself I’d

walk in when the call broke, and it didn’t, and I jogged in during the

top of the fourth still on the phone, and he’d already had his at-bats,

and I clapped for something that was already over. Same as you did

with Cole an hour ago. I knew it because I’ve done it a hundred

times.”

Daniel doesn’t say anything. His jaw works.

“And my wife and I, we didn’t have a blowup,” Edward says.

“That’s the part nobody warns you about. It wasn’t a fight. It was two

degrees. You drift two degrees off a heading and for a long time you
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can’t even tell, everything looks fine, and then one day you’re a long

way from where you meant to be and can’t point to the moment it

happened, because there wasn’t one. There was just me in the middle

of everything, every decision routing through me, and calling that

leadership. I was the reason nothing could move without me, and I’d

say that like it was a hardship, and the truth is a part of me loved it,

because it meant I was the one who mattered.”

“So what,” Daniel says, and his voice has dropped the salesman

out of it, “you sold it? Hired a president? What.”

“No,” Edward says. “I still own it. I still run it. I just stopped being

the thing it runs on.” He leans his back against the fence so he’s

looking at Daniel and not the field. “A guy sat me down and made me

build a system. Boring stuff, most of it, the kind of work nobody tells

you is the actual work. And the whole point of every bit of it was one

thing.” He lets it sit. “I’m not in the Tuesday meeting anymore. That’s

the thing right there. Every week my company looks at itself and fixes

itself, I’m not in the room, and it runs better than the ones I ran. Took

me a long time to stop feeling insulted by that.”

Daniel almost smiles. “That’d kill me. Not being in the room.”

“It felt like dying,” Edward says. “The guy who coached me has a

line. Eighty percent done by someone else beats a hundred percent

done by you. I fought him on it for months. I wanted the hundred. The

hundred is what was drowning me.” He shrugs. “Turns out the eighty

gets you your life back and the company grows anyway, because it’s

not waiting on one man’s calendar to breathe.”

•  •  •

They stand there a while. Out on the field somebody’s kid boots a

ground ball and the inning keeps going, and the sun has come around

so they both have to squint, and Daniel has gone quiet in the

particular way of a man doing math he has been avoiding.

“We did the most business we’ve ever done last year,” Edward

says, “and I worked fewer hours than I have since I started the place.
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Both of those are true at the same time, and two years ago I’d have

called that a fantasy, a poster on a wall, anybody selling it was selling

me something.” He looks at his son standing at shortstop with the

seams of the game running through his head. “It gave me back this. A

Tuesday I’m not needed on. A wife who reached for me first the other

night, out of nowhere, first time in years, and I about came apart over

a thing that used to be normal.” He says it without drama, looking at

the field. “I’m not a guy who sells anything. I’m bad at it, ask anyone.

So take it for exactly what it is. I would not be where I am, at work or

at home, without this. I’d have kept grinding until it took everything,

and I’d have called that being a good provider right up until the day

the bill came.”

Daniel is looking at him now, fully, the phone forgotten in his

hand.

“There’s a guy,” Edward says. “That’s really all I came over to

say, and I wasn’t even going to say it. Not a consultant, not a binder

and a slide deck from somebody who’s never made a payroll. A

coach. He played, then he built a company and sold it, a real one, so

he’s carried the whole thing on his back the way you’re carrying it

right now.”

“Why,” Daniel says. “Why would you do that. You don’t know

me. There’s nothing in it for you.”

“No,” Edward says. “There isn’t.” He looks a little uncomfortable

saying it, because it’s true and because it’s the kind of thing that

sounds bigger out loud than it feels inside. “You want to know how I

found him? My wife left me a note. Same as Cole’s mom left you one

this morning, except hers just had a name and a time. Cig, Tuesday,

one o’clock. Stuck to my laptop where I’d see it before I saw

anything else. And I called the number before I let myself talk my

way out of it.” He half-laughs at himself. “That sticky note is the

reason I’m at this ballfield today instead of forty feet away with my

back to it. So when I see a guy with his back to it, I hand it forward.

Somebody did it for me.”
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•  •  •

He doesn’t have a card, because he doesn’t carry cards to his kid’s

games, so he tears the bottom strip off the lineup sheet clipped to the

fence and borrows a pen off a mom keeping the book, and writes the

name and a number in the blocky all-caps he writes everything in, the

letters a little wrong because Edward has never in his life spelled or

written anything the easy way. Underneath it he writes his own

number too. “Call him first,” he says. “But if he doesn’t pick up, or

you just want somebody who’s been exactly where you’re standing,

call me instead.” He folds it once and holds it out.

Daniel takes it. He doesn’t make a promise, doesn’t say he’ll call

Monday. He looks at the folded strip like it weighs something, and

then he does the thing that tells Edward everything, which is that he

doesn’t put it in his pocket with the phone. He puts it in the chest

pocket of the quarter-zip, the one over his heart, by itself, pats it flat

once, and says, “Cole’s up next inning. I’m gonna watch this one.”

And he does. The phone buzzes twice against his leg and he lets it,

and when his son steps in and takes a called strike and steps out to

breathe the way his father must have taught him, Daniel is there for it,

both feet on the ground, eyes on the boy, saying nothing, and Edward

turns back to his own end of the fence and lets the man have it,

because it’s not his to watch.

•  •  •

They lose the second game and win the third, and it’s nearly dark

when the families straggle across the gravel lot to their trucks, kids

dragging bat bags twice their size, and Francis walks close enough

that his shoulder keeps bumping Edward’s arm, and then his hand

finds Edward’s hand without ceremony, the way it has since he was

small and the way it won’t much longer, and Edward closes his

fingers around it and says nothing about it, because saying anything

about it’s how you make it stop.
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Alison is at the truck already, tailgate down, handing out the last

of the fundraiser waters to a knot of other mothers, laughing at

something, the center of it without trying to be, and she catches

Edward’s eye across the lot the way she does now, direct, on purpose,

and holds it a beat, and he feels it land the way it always lands. On the

walk to the truck she falls into step and leans into him, her shoulder

against his arm the way their son’s was a minute ago, and he thinks,

not in words, that a man could build a whole life around a woman

who leans in when she doesn’t have to, and that most of the things he

used to think were the life were just the noise around it.

That night the phone lights up on the nightstand at a quarter past

eleven, a number he doesn’t know, a 317 he has never seen, and

Alison stirs and doesn’t wake, and Edward lies there in the dark and

looks at it glowing against the ceiling for one ring, two, and he knows

before he answers who it is and what it’s going to be, a man in a

house across the city with a folded strip of paper on his dresser who

can’t sleep, and he thumbs it quiet so it won’t wake her, and he brings

it to his ear, and he says, low, into the dark, “This is Edward,” and he

settles in to listen, because this is who he is now, the one they call.
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CHAPTER 21: TAKE THE WHISTLE

A year later, All Star Mechanical is a forty-five-million-dollar

company at twelve percent, a hundred and twenty people, and a

service department that throws off recurring revenue like a second

heart. It has a reputation too, the one Edward wrote down on a page

when it felt like a lie: the mechanical contractor the builders and

owners of this city call first.

They hit the three-year declaration. On time. To the number. And

the strangest part, the part Edward could never have explained to the

man he was on the Monday that broke him, is that he worked less in

the year they hit forty-five million than in the year they were stuck at

eighteen. He stopped being the machine, and the machine got bigger.

Kevin retired that spring. He ran field operations for three good

years, the best three of his career, a man put back in the position he

was built for. And he chose to go out on top. At his send-off, in the

shop, with a paper plate of grocery-store cake in his hand, he said a

thing that shut the room up.

“Three years ago,” Kevin said, “Edward had a conversation with

me I’d been dreading for a decade. Told me I was failing at the wrong

job. Hardest day of my career.” He let it sit. “And the best thing that

ever happened to me. I spent three more years loving this place

instead of drowning in it, because one man finally cared enough to

tell me the truth. That’s the company now. It’s a place that tells you

the truth. I’m gonna miss it every day.” He raised the paper plate.

“Everybody home.”

And a hundred and twenty people said it back, everybody home.

Edward stood at the edge of it and understood that a value he had

pulled out of the worst day of his life, on a whiteboard in a warehouse

office, had become the thing his people said to each other at a

retirement party. And he understood that this, not the forty-five
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million, was the actual thing he had built.

•  •  •

Andrea’s thirty-two now, and she’s been running the company for a

while before anyone makes it official.

She came in flipping through a notebook nobody read, saying I’d

have to check. She’s the person the whole company checks with now.

She runs the meetings, sets the plays, holds the standard, has the hard

conversations, and she has them the way Edward taught her to and the

way she now teaches the leaders under her, straight, kind, to the

person and not about them.

Somewhere in three years the rising star became the person the

stars rise toward. Edward didn’t make that happen. He built the field

where it could.

So the day he makes her President isn’t really a promotion. It’s

just the paperwork catching up to the truth.

He does it in his office, the two of them, at the end of a day, and

he’s thought about how to say it for a week. In the end he doesn’t say

much, because he’s learned that the biggest moments deserve the

fewest words.

He slides a single thing across the desk. It’s not a title, not a

contract, those come later with Rocky and the lawyers. It’s a whistle.

An old one, chipped, on a frayed cord, and Andrea doesn’t understand

it until Edward tells her, and it’s the first time in three years she’s

ever seen him have to stop and steady his voice.

“That was Coach Isaac’s,” Edward says. “My position coach, a

long time ago. He put it in my hand the day I graduated and told me

the only trophy that ever meant anything to him was the whistle

changing hands, a coach handing it to somebody who was a walk-on

when he found them. I said thank you and I did not understand a word

of it, and I put it in a drawer, and it has sat there for twenty-five

years.” Edward looks at her. “I finally understand it. That’s why it’s

yours.”
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Andrea looks at the whistle on the desk and doesn’t pick it up yet,

because she understands what picking it up means.

“You’re not leaving,” she says. It’s half a question.

“No. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be the coach. I’ll be in your ear,

I’ll be in the boardroom, I’ll be the guy who tells you the truth about

your reps, because everybody needs one of those, even you,

especially you.” He pushes the whistle an inch closer. “But the field is

yours now. The team is yours. The standard is yours to hold and the

plays are yours to call and the hard conversations are yours to have,

and I am going to sit on the sideline and watch you run it, and it is

going to be the proudest I have ever been at work, and some days you

are not going to like me, and that is exactly how I will know I am

doing it right.” A beat. “Take the whistle, Andrea.”

She takes the whistle.

She doesn’t put it around her neck, because that would be a corny

thing and neither of them is corny. But she closes her hand around it.

She looks at the man who three years ago couldn’t run a meeting

without becoming the bottleneck in it, and she says the only thing

there is to say: the thing a player says to a coach who built her.

“Thank you. I’ve got it.”

I’ve got it. He’s heard her say it before, on a Wednesday, in a

two-line note. It means more across a desk.

•  •  •

It is not finished. That’s the part Edward would tell you if you asked

him, and the part that the man on the Monday that broke him

wouldn’t have believed, because that man wanted a finish line more

than he wanted anything.

There is no finish line. The service department will have a bad

quarter. Somebody good will leave.

A stat will go red that nobody saw coming, and the Weekly Game

Plan Meeting will get an F again some week when the team gets

complacent. Andrea will have to hold a line that costs her a person
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she likes, and it’ll be as hard for her as it was for Edward.

And Cig, or whoever Andrea’s Cig turns out to be, will tell her the

F is the feature, and she’ll build it back to a B.

The machine isn’t a machine you finish. It’s a machine you run,

and running it is the work, forever, and the only thing that changed,

the only thing, is who has to stand in the middle of it.

It is a starting line, and Edward knows the difference now, and

knowing the difference is the whole thing he came to a warehouse

office three years ago to learn.
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CHAPTER 22: RUN ON. RUN OFF.

The alarm goes off at 5:30, and Edward doesn’t reach for his phone.

He lies there for a second in the gray light and lets himself notice

that he doesn’t need to know what happened overnight, because if

something had actually caught fire, one of the people he built would

have handled it, and he would hear about it after it was already

solved. The phone is across the room, on the dresser, where it sleeps

now.

Alison’s awake beside him. She’s started waking before him

again, sometime in the last couple of years, and she rolls toward him

and puts a hand flat on his chest, the way she used to before there was

a drift to come back from.

“What’s on your plate today?” she asks.

It’s the smallest sentence. She used to ask it every morning, and

then for a few years she stopped, and he never noticed the morning it

stopped because he was too busy to notice anything that wasn’t on

fire. He noticed the morning it came back. He notices it every

morning now.

“Game tonight,” he says. “Francis. Five-thirty. And I’ve got a

coaching call with Andrea at nine that I’m mostly going to listen on,

because she doesn’t really need it, she just lets me sit in so I feel

useful.” He turns his head on the pillow and looks at his wife, and she

looks right back at him, all the way, and the eye contact that went

missing for years and came back two degrees at a time is just there

now, ordinary, the most valuable ordinary thing he owns. “That’s the

plate. That’s the whole plate.”

“Look at you,” Alison says. “A man with a plate you can see the

edge of.”

•  •  •
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He doesn’t sneak past Jane’s door.

She’s nineteen now and up early, and the blue light under the door

is her reading lamp, not a phone, and he knocks, and she says come

in, and he sits on the end of her bed for four minutes the way he does

most mornings, and she tells him about the thing that’s stressing her,

which today is a girl on her volleyball team, a friend, who isn’t

holding up her end, and Jane’s captain now, and Jane doesn’t know

what to do.

“She’s my friend, Dad. If I get on her about it, it’s weird. If I

don’t, we keep losing points we shouldn’t.”

Edward’s been waiting years for this exact question, and he

doesn’t lecture, because he learned a long time ago that the lecture is

the thing that kills it.

“What do you think I’d say?” he asks.

Jane rolls her eyes, because she knows, because she’s heard it at a

hundred kitchen tables. “That the standard doesn’t change because

someone’s my friend.”

“And why doesn’t it change?”

She’s quiet, working it, and then she gets there herself. “Because

letting her off it isn’t being a good friend. It’s just me being too

scared to have a hard conversation, and calling it kindness.” She

looks at him. “You hold the standard because you care about her. Not

instead of.”

“There it is,” Edward says. “You already knew. You just wanted

somebody to tell you it was okay to do the hard thing.” He stands up,

kisses the top of her head. “Do the hard thing, Janie. Kindly. To her

face, not about her. She’ll be a better player and a better friend for it,

and so will you. That’s the whole game.”

He’s halfway out the door when she says it, not looking up from

her book, the way Francis says the important things.

“You’re really good at this now, Dad.” A beat. “You weren’t

always.”
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“No,” Edward says. “I wasn’t. Somebody had to teach me. Turns

out you can learn it at any age. Even mine.”

•  •  •

The lot’s half empty when he gets there. A man on a little tractor is

still dragging the infield, going around in his own tire tracks. The

chalk isn’t down. The scoreboard’s dark. There’s nothing to hear yet

but the tractor and somebody’s radio two fields over.

Edward texts Alison from the truck at four-fifty.

Third row behind the backstop. Got your seat.

He goes up the bleachers in the work boots he’s had on since six and

a polo that smells like coffee and cut pipe, and he sets his hat on the

aluminum beside him and lays his jacket out flat past it, three more

spots, and then he sits down in an empty set of bleachers and watches

a man drag dirt for twenty minutes.

Alison comes up at ten after five, picks the hat up off the

aluminum, sits down in the spot it was holding, and puts it on. She

doesn’t say anything about it. Neither does he.

Jane brings Grace over in the bottom of the first, straight from

open gym, and Grace comes up the bleachers with her kneepads still

shoved down around her ankles and steps on two people getting to the

middle of the jacket. Thirteen now, and loud about it. She’s got an

opinion about the other team’s catcher before she’s all the way sitting

down, and an opinion about their pitcher’s front side two batters later,

because Grace has opinions about everything and always has. Jane

takes the end of the row with her earbuds in her pocket, actually

watching, because it’s her brother and she loves him even when he’s

annoying.

Edward’s phone is in the truck.

Francis is at short. Thirteen now, taller than his mother, still quiet,

still the last one off the field after practice because he takes his fifty

ground balls whether or not anyone makes him. In the third inning
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there is a ball hit hard in the hole, and Francis ranges to his right, and

this time he does not make the play. It skips off the heel of his glove

and rolls into left, and a run scores, and Francis stands there for one

second with his hands on his knees.

And Edward, in the bleachers, does not move, and does not yell

instruction, and does not do a single one of the things the old Edward

would have done, because he has learned that the coaching is not in

the moment, the coaching was in the fifty ground balls a day for three

years, and the moment belongs to the kid.

Between innings Francis comes to the fence for water, and he

finds his dad in the bleachers the way he always does, and Edward

expects him to be down about the error, and he is not.

“Read it right,” Francis says, matter of fact, wiping his face.

“Didn’t set my feet. That’s on me. I’ll get the next one.”

That’s on me. Thirteen years old, an error in front of a crowd, and

he does not blame the hop or the field or the sun. He names what he

did wrong, out loud, so he does not do it again. The boy who learned

that at ten did not have to be taught it twice.

He owns it, and he lets it go, and in the fifth inning a ball is hit

hard in the same hole, and Francis ranges to his right, and this time he

sets his feet, and he makes the throw, and he gets the runner by a step,

and he does not look at the bleachers to see if his dad saw, because he

does not need to anymore, and Edward loves that most of all.

•  •  •

On the next field over, a woman with a whistle is giving a team of

eight-year-olds their few minutes after a loss, down on one knee at

their level, naming one thing each of them did right and one thing to

fix before Thursday, so not a single kid walks off that field unsure

where he stands. Edward watches her for a second and checks his

watch without meaning to. Three years ago he stood at the end of a

set of pulled-out bleachers in a rec center gym and timed a woman

named Val doing this with ten girls sitting on a baseline, a few
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minutes, first name to last, on the worst Monday of his life, and it

stopped him cold. She did in a few minutes with children the thing he

couldn’t do in twenty-two months with grown men. He knows now

what she was doing, because he does it every day. She wasn’t being

soft and she wasn’t being hard. She was telling ten kids exactly where

they stood, which is the only real kindness a coach has to give and

pretty much the whole of the job. It took him three years to learn to do

at work the thing a volleyball coach at a rec center did in her sleep on

a Monday night, and she’ll never know she was the first coach who

ever showed him how.

•  •  •

This is what Edward understands now, sitting in a set of aluminum

bleachers with his phone in the truck and his whole family within

arm’s reach and a company forty miles away running a Wednesday

meeting he isn’t in.

A safety runs on when it’s his play to make. He fills his gap, he

comes downhill on the play that’s his, he makes sure nobody gets hurt

on a snap he could have covered. And then, when the play is over, he

runs off, and he lets the offense take the field, because it isn’t his turn,

and a safety who tries to play every position on every down isn’t a

great player. He’s a liability who doesn’t trust his team.

For fifteen years Edward ran on for every play, on every down, for

every position, and called it leadership, and it nearly cost him the only

game that was ever really his.

He knows the difference now. He runs on when it’s his to make. A

hard conversation his people can’t have yet. A declaration only the

owner can plant. A whistle that has to be handed to the right person at

the right time. The rest of the downs belong to the team he built, and

the team plays, and the team wins, and it doesn’t need him standing in

the middle of it, and that’s not the end of anything.

That is the whole thing working, finally, the way it was always

supposed to.
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The way, if he’s honest, some quiet part of him always knew it

could.

Francis’s team wins by two. On the walk to the truck Francis

carries his own bag, and Grace narrates the box score, and Jane loses

an argument to Grace about a rule and laughs about it, and Alison

finds Edward’s hand in the dark of the parking lot without looking,

the way she used to, the way she does again.

Run on. Run off.

The way he always should have.
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A Last Word

Edward is not real. I need to say it one more time, now that you have

watched his whole life, because by now he probably feels real, and

the temptation is to close the book moved and let the feeling be the

point. It isn’t. But every man I built him out of is real. I have sat

across a warehouse table from a hundred of them, and I have been

one, and the thing they all had in common was not that they were

failing. Most were winning, on paper, on the wrong Monday. It was

that some quiet part of them already knew exactly what was rotting

and whose conversation they were ducking, and had built a good life

on top of not looking at it.

You already know your version. You knew it before Chapter One.

That is why you read all the way to here.

So here is the only thing I have left, said the way a coach says it,

because I want you to win. You do not need more time, or to become

a better man first, or the perfect week to start. You need to go first,

hold the line on yourself before you ask it of anybody else, and then

build the thing that lets you leave, one hard honest rep at a time. The

kid who already knew how to do all of this is still in there. I have met

him. He is you.

Go get your edge back.

Matt
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After the Story: The FOSS Method, When
You’re Ready to Run It

You just read a story. If it felt like yours, this part is for you.

Everything Edward built has a name and a shape, and you can

build it too, in the same order he did. This is not the manual. The

manual is a whole other thing, and there is a place to get it at the end.

This is just the map, on two pages, so you can see that what saved a

fictional man is a real system you could start running on a Monday.

Start with the standard, not the tools. A value is what you

believe. A standard is what you expect, the specific bar. Behaviors
are what you enforce, the handful of actions anyone can see. Believe,

expect, enforce. Pull your values out of your own scars, not a

marketing meeting, and the standard starts with you or it starts with

nobody.

Build the roster, not the org chart. Draw the positions the

business needs to win, then put names to them. Every position gets a

purpose, the few jobs that define it, and the stats that prove it is

being held. You will find your own name in too many boxes. That is

the diagnosis.

Put up the scoreboard. A stat, not a metric, is a number a

competitor bleeds over. Give every position one or two, with a target,
on a wall people walk past. Winning stops being your opinion and

becomes something anyone can see, including the owner’s own worst

number.

Run the rhythm. One Weekly Game Plan Meeting, same table,

same time, that ends by actually solving problems. Run every issue

through the Hit List: state it, find the root cause, decide, and put a

name and a date on it. Grade the meeting honestly. The first one will

be an F. That is the feature.

Plan in plays, not binders. A one-page Strategic Game Plan:

the three-year declaration, the one-year goal, and the single 30-Day
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Play the whole team runs right now. Then check it and pick the next

one.

Get the right people in the right positions with the Alignment
Check. Two separate questions. Does this person live the standard

(character), and can they do the job (position)? A great producer who

won’t live the standard is not an asset, he is a lesson your best people

are learning. Fix position problems by coaching. Character problems

are a different conversation, run fair and run straight.

Then do the hardest thing, which is get out of the way. Watch

the standard, not the execution. Hand things off for real. Build the

people who make the plays instead of making every play yourself.

Move from player to coach, and one day, take the whistle off and

hand it to somebody who was a rookie when you found them. That is

the only trophy that means anything.

Start tonight, with the smallest possible rep. Before you build

any of the rest of it, do this. Pick the one number that is strangling

you right now, the single thing you already know in your gut. Write it

on a card. Put it where only you will see it. And every night, grade

yourself on it, yes or no, no fog, no story. That is a scoreboard of one,

and it is the whole method in miniature, the standard held on yourself

first, the rep you control instead of the outcome you cannot, run every

day whether you feel it or not. Do that for two weeks and you will

learn the thing the rest of this book can only describe, which is what it

actually feels like to be held to a line. And you will probably notice

what Edward noticed, that the hard part was never knowing the

number. It was having somebody who would not let him off it.

It runs on discipline, dedication, and telling each other the truth. If

you came up in a locker room, you already know how to do all three.

You learned them before you were twenty, and nobody ever told you

they were the same skills that build a company. And if you did not,

they are learnable at any age, the same way Edward learned them, one

honest rep at a time. Either way, they are the whole idea.



mattfoss.com

208

If you saw yourself in Edward, here is move one, and it is small,

and you can do it today. Go to mattfoss.com/score and take the Score.

Five minutes. It asks you the same honest question Cig made Edward

answer in a warehouse office, the one under all the others, which is

whether the thing you built could run for two weeks without you in

the room. Find out where you actually stand. That is where it started

for Edward, and it is where it starts for you.

Run on. Run off.
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THE FIELD GUIDE

The story is over. This is the part you build from.

Everything Edward built has a name, a shape, and a filled-in

example you can copy. On the pages that

follow you will find the four pillars on one page, and then the

exact tools from the story, shown the way

they actually looked on the wall at All Star Mechanical, red

numbers and all. Do not try to build all of

them this month. That is the mistake the book spent a chapter

warning you about. Start with your own

scoreboard of one, tonight. Then the standard. Then the roster.

One tool at a time, in the order Edward

ran them, is the whole method.

All Star’s fully filled-in version of every tool is in the pages

that follow.
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The Napkin: the whole method on one page

The four pillars go in one order, and the order is the method. Each one

carries the tools that hang under it.

EDGE — who you are. You go first. Get your own edge back and

hold the standard on yourself before you ask it of anyone.

Pregame / Postgame · Game Film (the Four Zones) · Scoreboard

of One · the 48-Hour Rule on the conversation you’re ducking

STANDARD — what you demand. Values are what you believe.

Standards are what you expect. Behaviors are what you enforce.

Values → Standards → Behaviors · the Alignment Check

(Character Fit vs. Position Fit) · the 3-Step Correction ·

Pre-Decided Responses

STRUCTURE — the machine that runs without you. Build it

once, push it all the way down to the trucks, and it holds on the days

you’re not there.

the Roster & Position Cards · the Scoreboard · the Strategic Game

Plan & the 30-Day Play · the Daily Huddle · the Weekly Game

Plan Meeting & the Hit List · Process Plays

LEGACY — who you become. You stop being the best player and

become the coach. Take the whistle off and hand it to someone who

was a rookie when you found them.

the Handoff · Bi-Weekly One-on-Ones · the Quarterly Coaching

Conversation & Annual Review · the Leadership Check · the

Culture Diagnostic

Edge sets the Standard. The Standard is what the Structure runs.
The Structure is what lets you leave a Legacy. Pull that first one

out and everything after it comes down.
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The Scoreboard (All Star Mechanical, Year
One)

A stat is a number a competitor bleeds over. Every position gets one

or two, with a target, on a wall people walk past. The owner’s own

worst number goes at the top, in red, on purpose.

Owner Stat Target Current

Edward (CEO) Decisions/week
routed only to me

< 10 28 ●

Edward (CEO) Net margin 9% 6% ●

Kevin (VP Ops) On-time
completion %

94% 81% ●

Kevin (VP Ops) Job margin
variance

±2% −5% ●

Andrea (PM) Project on-budget
%

95% 97% ●

Andrea (PM) Change-order
turnaround

< 48 hr 40 hr ●

Megan (Precon) Bid win rate 26% 28% ●

Megan (Precon) Bid turnaround < 5 days 9 days ●

Marcus (VP Sales) Booked revenue $8M $8.4M ●

Marcus (VP Sales) Callback / rework
rate

< 3% 7% ●

Marcus (VP Sales) Transition
meetings held

100% 40% ●

Jake (Super) Crew utilization 85% 86% ●

Rocky
(Controller)

AR over 60 days < $150K $210K ●

What the board says without anyone saying it: the owner is the

bottleneck; Kevin is underwater in a job that outgrew him; Marcus

prints revenue and bleeds culture; Andrea, Megan, and Jake are

quietly carrying it. Green on the number he chose, red on every

number he avoided. On one board. In front of everyone.
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The Roster (leadership; ~75 people total)

An org chart tells you who’s in charge. A roster tells you who owns

what. Position first, people second.

Position Name Position Name

Founder & CEO Edward Williams Director of
Preconstruction

Megan Harrell

Field Operations
Manager

Kevin Marsh Project Manager Laura Harper

VP of Operations Andrea Walsh Project
Coordinator

Sara Ross

Field
Superintendent,
Install

Jake Peterson VP of Sales (open, Marcus
removed)

Controller Rocky Lee Service Manager (stood up in year
two)
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A Position Card (Field Operations Manager:
Kevin)

Every position gets a purpose, the few jobs that define it, and the one

or two stats that prove it’s being won.

•  Purpose: Every crew gets home whole, on time, on margin.

Every job, every day.

•  The jobs: (1) Run the daily field huddle and the weekly field

meeting. (2) Own on-time completion across every active job. (3)

Hold job margin to bid. (4) Keep every crew safe and staffed. (5)

Develop the next superintendent.

•  The stats: On-time completion % (target 94%). Job margin

variance (target ±2%). Safety incidents (target 0).

•  Backup / developing: Jake Peterson backs it up, and is

developing the next superintendent behind him.
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The Strategic Game Plan & the 30-Day Play
(one page)

Fifteen priorities isn’t ambition, it’s indecision. The top of the page is

a promise. The bottom is the only part that moves.

•  Three-Year Declaration (2028): $45M revenue · 12% margin ·

120 people · the contractor this city calls first, that runs whether

Edward is in the building or not.

•  One-Year Goal (2026): $26M revenue · 9% margin · 88 people.

(The math: $20M run-rate + $6M from the nine plays = $26M; +3

margin points across the plays.)

•  The Key Drivers this year: install the company-wide

Scoreboard + weekly rhythm · fix bid turnaround · stand up a real

Service department · close the AR gap · build the field-tech career

ladder.

•  THE 30-DAY PLAY (this month, one line): Bring every

receivable over 60 days current or on a signed plan, $400K down

to under $150K. Owner: Rocky. Checked: last Friday of the month.

One owner. One number. One date.
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The Hit List (from the Weekly Game Plan
Meeting)

The huddle surfaces issues; the weekly meeting solves them. Run

every issue: State it → find the Root Cause → Decide → put a name

and a date on it. Then grade the meeting. The first one is an F. That’s

the feature.

# Issue (stated) Root cause Decision Owner

1 Marcus buried a
$140K overrun on
Richmond Place
for 3 months

Hides problems to
protect his number

3-Step Correction
+ audit his open
jobs

Edward

2 Field-tech
turnover 28% vs
18% target

Pay lags market,
no career ladder

Benchmark wages
+ build a tech-tier
ladder

Kevin

3 Callback/rework
7% on the sold
work

Speed over
quality, no
transition
meetings

Enforce transition
meetings + QC
checklist

Andrea

4 Bids going out in
9 days, losing
~3/month

Megan owns every
bid herself,
nobody
empowered to
release one
without her

Build Precon’s
own huddle +
scoreboard, name
a lead estimator
who can release a
standard bid
without her

Megan

5 AR over 60 days
at $210K

No follow-up
cadence

30/45/60 dunning
cadence

Rocky
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The Alignment Check (two questions, kept
separate)

Does this person live how we do things? That’s Character Fit. Can

this person do the job? That’s Position Fit. A yes on one never buys a

pass on the other. Position problems are coachable. Character

problems are not.

•  Marcus Webb — Character: NO. Position: YES. He hits the

revenue number and fails every value: buried the overrun (fails Say

It Straight), cuts corners and won’t own the miss (fails Two

Degrees). A talented producer who won’t live the standard isn’t an

asset; he’s the lesson your best people are learning. → Run the

3-Step fair and straight. Out.

•  Kevin Marsh — Character: YES. Position: NO. Lives all

three values, fourteen years. The VP job outgrew him at scale (red

ops stats). That is not a firing. It’s a redeployment to a position he

can win: Field Operations Manager. Great person, wrong position.
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Your first rep, tonight

Pick the one number strangling you right now. Write it on a card. Put

it where only you will see it. Grade

yourself on it every night, yes or no, no fog. That’s a scoreboard

of one, and it’s the whole method in

miniature: the standard held on yourself first, the rep you control

instead of the outcome you can’t, run

every day whether you feel like it or not.

That’s the whole method, and you just watched a man build it.
Now go run your first rep.

Standards first. Results follow. You are the standard.


