CHAPTER 1

THE WAKE-UP CALL

“This moment is not asking to be fixed.
1t’s asking to be noticed.” Mike Wood

When Everything Changed

I’'m sitting in my RV right now, writing this, and | can hear birds
outside.

My shoulders are relaxed. I'm not rehearsing failure or reliving
mistakes. Thoughts are always moving through my mind they
always are. But I'm not engaged with them. I'm not chasing them,
and I'm not at their mercy. They pass through the way clouds pass
through a sky. | notice them. | just don’t go with them.

Seven years ago, | couldn’t have written that. Seven years ago, |
didn’t just have thoughts | “was” my thoughts. Every one of them
felt like a fact, a verdict, like proof of something. | couldn’t hear
the birds.
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| was overwhelmed by fears, regrets, and worst-case scenarios
a fog so dense | couldn’t see past the next anxious thought.

Not because I'm special. Because | learned something I'd never
been taught: that | am not my thoughts. That | can watch them
without becoming them.

The difference between having a thought and being controlled
by one is crucial. It's at the heart of everything this book will
reveal to you. And | want you to see it demonstrated before it’s
ever explained, because that’s what knowing feels like versus
just believing.

What I'm describing isn’'t a quiet mind. It's something more
useful than that: a mind that runs, as minds do, and a person who
is no longer enslaved to it. That's what's available on the other
side of this work. Not silence freedom.

And it started not with freedom, but with the opposite of it.
It started with a breaking point.

When “Holding It All Together” Finally Cracks

The Breaking Point: When the Cracks Finally Show

| remember stepping out of the car that day, the winter air crisp
against my face.

Jason my boss and friend had dropped me off at my car after
the mechanic fixed it. It should have been ordinary just another
moment in a long string of long days but it wasn't.
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My mind was a weight pressing down from the inside every
thought another layer added to something I'd been carrying so
long I'd forgotten what it felt like to put it down.

You’re not smart enough.
You're going to ruin everything.
Everyone is going to find out you're a fraud.

Like Simon Cowell had taken up residence in my brain except
instead of judging singers, he was judging every decision I'd ever
made. And his review was always the same: “That’s a no from me.”

The tension had been accumulating for months, years even, but
that day it reached a breaking point.

| barely noticed the car door shutting behind me. My body was
on autopilot shoulders hunched, neck stiff, every muscle locked
in tension I'd stopped noticing because it had become normal.

Then something happened that surprised even me. | spoke out
loud, words I'd been too scared to say for so long:

“I'm going to quiet my mind by any means necessary.”

The relief was instant. My hands unclenched. My shoulders
dropped slightly. For the first time in months, | exhaled a breath
| didn’t know I'd been holding.

| didn’t have a plan. | didn’t know what “any means necessary”
would look like. | just knew | had reached the limit of what |
could manage alone.
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The pretending was over. The pushing through was over.
Something had to change and that something was me. What |
didn’t know standing in that parking lot was that the exhaustion
| felt wasn’t the result of one hard season. It was the result of
35 years of running without a map. From the time | was 12 years
old, | had been moving from my thoughts, from my emotions,
from the signals my body had been sending me for decades. |
just didn’t know that’s what | was doing. | thought | was just
living.

That's what makes this so hard to see. We're not running
because we're weak. We're running because nobody ever
taught us to stop.

The Hidden Costs of Living Without Guidance

The introduction called this an Owner’s Manual problem. And
that’s true none of us received one. But | want to go deeper than
the concept itself. Because the concept alone doesn’t capture
what it actually feels like to spend decades operating yourself
blindly.

It feels like being exhausted without knowing why. It feels like
trying harder and getting further behind. It feels like reading the
books, understanding their ideas, and believing they're true.
Then, you wake up the next morning to the same noise and
tightness. The same voice telling you that you're not enough.

It feels like being broken in a way you can’t explain to anyone
because from the outside, everything looks fine.
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| know that feeling because | lived inside it for most of my life. |
was functional. | showed up. | performed. | held things together.
And underneath all of it, my nervous system was running in
alarm mode every single day and | had no idea. | thought that
was just what being alive felt like.

That’s the cruelest part of never getting the manual: you don’t
know what you're missing. You normalize the suffering because
you've never experienced anything else.

And so you adapt. You cope. You push through. You find ways
to manage the noise busyness, distraction, achievement,
substances, and screens. These keep you from sitting still long
enough to feel what’s actually there.

| managed it with work. With constant motion. With the belief
that if | could just achieve enough, fix enough, produce enough
the noise would stop.

It didn't stop. It compounded. Each achievement bought
temporary relief and then raised the stakes for the next one.

And that’s where most of us are when we finally arrive at our
breaking point. Not because we failed. Because we succeeded
at the wrong thing. We got very good at running, and running
finally ran us out of road.
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Why We Don't See It Coming

I've learned that the early warning signs of our suffering often
go unnoticed. They rarely scream. They whisper. We've learned
to ignore whispers. By the time the signals are loud enough,
we've been in trouble for years.

Tight shoulders? Just stress.
Restless sleep? Just life.
Irritability? It’s a busy season.

| told myself versions of this every single day, even as the
tension in my neck became a constant ache. My mind raced
through every possible failure scenario. | bounced between
feelings of guilt, shame, and endless what-ifs. Even as the
exhaustion settled into my bones in a way that no amount of
sleep seemed to fix.

Psychologists call this habituation. It's the process where ongoing
stress and unease turn into our baseline feelings. Over time, we
may not even notice it. What feels bad eventually starts to feel like
normal. And what feels like normal, we stop questioning.

| had been living in a heightened state of anxiety for years before
that parking lot moment. There were no collapses in public. No
dramatic breakdowns. Just a man quietly eroding himself, day
by day, who had gotten so used to the erosion that he'd stopped
noticing it.

Here's the key point: science shows that 80 to 90 percent of all
iliness is caused by stress. This isn’t just a personal issue. It's a
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problem many people face. Not dramatic, sudden stress but the
low-grade, chronic kind. The stress we've gotten so used to that
we stopped calling it stress.

The tension in your shoulders you think is just how you are. The
restless sleep you've accepted as normal. The anxiety that hums
in the background of everything you do. You may not feel it
anymore but your body does. And it's keeping score.

We ignore the signals not because we’re stubborn, but because
we don’t know how to listen. Sometimes it’s also because we're
afraid of what we'll hear. In my case, | knew something was
wrong. | felt it physically, mentally, emotionally. But there was
something else underneath the fear of stopping a deeper fear of
being truly seen. If | admitted | was struggling, | would no longer
be the person holding everything together. | would just be
someone struggling. Alone with it. And | had no idea if | could
survive that.

If | stop, who will keep everything together?
If I admit I'm struggling, what will people think of me?
So we don’t stop. We adapt. We normalize. We keep going.

But here’s what nobody tells us: habituation doesn’t mean we're
okay. It just means we've gotten good at pretending we are.

Every ignored signal chips away at the body, the mind, and the
heart. And eventually, the whispers turn into something we
cannot ignore.

And here’s what’s important to understand about that moment:
it's not a character flaw. It's not weakness. It's not failure. It’s
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what humans do when survival feels overwhelming we adapt,
we normalize, we keep going. That’s not a broken response.
That's a very effective one.

It just can’t last forever.

You've Had Your Moment Too

What moment made you realize you were carrying too much?

Maybe your moment wasn’t a parking lot in the cold. Maybe it
was your bathroom mirror at 2am, staring at someone you
barely recognized. Maybe it was sitting in your car in the
driveway after work, unable to go inside. You just couldn’t stand
the thought of putting the mask back on one more time. Maybe
it was lying in bed, with your chest tight and mind racing. You
thought, “I can’'t keep doing this,” while everyone else in the
house slept peacefully, completely unaware that you were
drowning.

You didn’t tell anyone. You just kept going. Because that’s what
you do. That’s what we've all done.

We hold it together. We show up. We perform. We smile when
we need to smile and say we're fine when we're falling apart.
And all the while, something inside gets a little quieter. A little
smaller. A little further from the surface.

Or maybe you haven't hit that moment yet but you can feel it
building. The anxiety is getting louder. The exhaustion is
creeping in. You're not broken yet, but you know where this is
headed. You've watched it happen to others. And you're here
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because some part of you is smart enough to do something
before you hit the wall.

Either way, | want you to hear this:

That moment you're thinking about right now the one where
you almost broke, or the one you can feel approaching that’s not
a breakdown. That’s a breakthrough trying to happen.

You don’t have to wait for the collapse to begin the change.

Your Body Keeps Score

When the body finally forces us to stop, it’s not arbitrary. Every
ache, every restless night, and every racing thought is the result
of stress that has built up over time. This stress is both physical
and emotional.

Chronic stress floods the body with cortisol. In small doses,
cortisol is lifesaving it's the system doing exactly what it was
designed to do. But when the stress never stops, when the alarm
never turns off, cortisol becomes something else entirely. Over
time it reshapes the areas of the brain responsible for memory,
learning, and mood. It disrupts sleep. It suppresses the immune
system. It keeps the body locked in a state of low-grade
emergency that was only ever designed to last minutes, not years.

In simple terms: the body keeps score. And when we've been
running on empty for too long, it eventually forces us to stop.

That’s not punishment. That’s protection. The survival system is
trying to keep us alive. And when it senses that we're destroying
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ourselves through chronic stress and relentless motion, it pulls
the emergency brake.

That’s what the wake-up call is.
Not a failure. Not a breakdown. A course correction.

Your body isn’t working against you. It never was. That wake-up
call, when everything gets loud enough to hear, is your system
saying, “l care about you too much to let you keep going like
this.” It's a signal that change is needed.

Your body is on your side. It always has been.

And now? Now we’re finally learning to listen.

This Is Where It Begins

| know how it feels to be where you are right now. Like
everything is falling apart. Like you've failed somehow. Like
you're too far behind to catch up or too tired to try.

| want to offer you a different way to see this moment.

The pretending is over. The pushing through is over. The
running is over. And yes that’s terrifying, because we've been
running for so long that standing still feels like falling. But
standing still is exactly what we need to do. Not forever. Just
long enough to listen.

Listen to the voices in your head without letting them run the
show. Listen to the tension in your body without numbing it.
Listen to the emotion without avoiding it.
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This isn't about fixing anything yet. It's about finally paying
attention.

And here’s what I've learned and what I've watched other
people learn about this moment: it's not the end of something.
It's the beginning of everything.

The cracks aren’t evidence that you're broken. They're evidence
that the pressure has been too high for too long. Now,
something real is finally asking to be seen. You can spend your
whole life managing the cracks. You might patch them, hide
them, or pretend they aren’t even there. Or you can stop, turn
toward them, and find out what’s on the other side.

Everyone I've watched do this work has had to face the same
choice. And everyone who chose to stop running found the
same thing on the other side of that fear: not more darkness, but
the first real light they'd seen in years.

You're not broken. You're awake. And that’s the most important
difference there is.

The First Step Isn’t a Technique. It’s a Decision.

This chapter has focused on waking up. It's about recognizing
the cracks, the creeping anxiety, and the quiet alarms our bodies
send when we’ve been running on empty for too long.

There's no technique for that. No breathing exercise, no
journaling prompt, and no practice can replace the moment you
choose to stop running and start listening. That part is yours
alone.
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| made that decision standing in a cold parking lot, saying out
loud what I'd been too afraid to admit. That moment didn’t fix
anything. But it changed everything because it was the first time
| stopped lying to myself about where | was.

You've made a version of that decision too. That’s why you're
here.

The parking lot moment wasn'’t the end. It was the beginning.
And so is this.

The next chapter takes the next step. Once we've learned to
stop running from our minds, we need to understand why our
minds won't stay quiet. We’'ll also discover what happens when
we finally bring our attention back to right here, right now.

Because presence is not just a concept. It's the first real tool.
And it changes everything that comes after it.

Let's keep going.
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