
FLOAT 
ABOVE IT

The Cleveland Floaters Part One

Admiral Jim Kukral

LET'S GO CLE



Copyright © 2026 by Jim Kukral & LET'S GO CLE
ISBN:                

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form 
without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted 
by U.S. copyright law.

Jim Kukral is available for keynote speaking engagements. For inquiries, con-

tact: jimkukral@gmail.com
or visit JIMKUKRAL.COM

Coming to Cleveland? Admiral Jim is ready to help your group sink their 
worries to the bottom of Lake Erie. Contact for private charters, dock parties 
or any other type of event you want to have on the water.



CONTENTS

Preface - Hold the Line 1

1. This is the Start, Not the End 5

2. Anyone Can Get a Laugh 8

3. The Thunderbolt 18

4. She Hated the Name 26

5. Big Swing 34

6. The Nightmares Started 35

7. The Part Where It Gets Real 46

8. Are You the Admiral? 56

9. Five Dollars and the Truth 67

10. The Reason You Can't Quit 76

11. End of Part One 86





PREFACE - HOLD THE LINE

In 2016, a man named Jesse Cole bought a struggling 
minor league baseball team in Savannah, Georgia.

The stadium was rotting. Attendance was near zero. 
The franchise was hemorrhaging money and the city 
had stopped caring. 

He renamed the team the Savannah Bananas. He put 
his players in kilts and had them dance between pitch-
es. He wore a yellow tuxedo to every game. He gave 
away bananas. He invented a version of baseball that 
nobody had seen before and nobody asked for, and he 
turned it into a global phenomenon with a waitlist in 
the millions and a touring show that sells out arenas 
from Cleveland to Tokyo.
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When he named them the Bananas, people told him it 
was undigni"ed.

When he put the players in kilts, people told him it 
disrespected the game.

When he turned the whole thing into a touring variety 
show, the purists went EbananasE.

He held the line. Overy time. 'n every single thing.

And the thing he built became something nobody can 
fully explain but everybody wants to be part of.

That is what this book is about. Well, at least the "rst 
part of that. The struggling idea part.

This is not Jesse ColeFs story, he has written his own 
books and told his own story better than I could. What 
this book is about is the common thread underneath 
his story and every other story of someone who built 
something genuinely new. The thread that connects 
the founder standing in an empty stadium in a yellow 
tuxedo to the founder standing on a dock in Cleveland 
in an Admiral hat, talking to a camera in Vebruary with 
numb "ngers and a show that hasnFt opened yet.
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The thread is this4 at some point, someone experienced 
and credible and well-meaning told them it wouldnFt 
work. And they had to make a choice.

Bend the vision toward what the room could already 
imagine, and build something that gets polite applause.

'r hold the line, absorb the doubt, and build the thing 
only they could see.

Jesse Cole held the line. Overy person who ever built 
something worth remembering held the line at the mo-
ment it mattered most, which is almost always the mo-
ment before anything had worked yet.

This book is written from that moment.

I am building something in Cleveland. An immersive 
theatrical river experience that nobody asked for and 
nobody had imagined before I showed up on a boat one 
evening and watched a sunset do something unreason-
able to the sky over Lake Orie. The show has a dock 
and a boat and characters and a ceremony where sixty 
strangers write their worries on dissolvable paper and 
watch them disappear into the river together.



ADMIRAL JIM KUKRALP

Neople have told me it is too weird. Too emotional. Too 
much for a boat. Too Cleveland. qot Cleveland enough. 
Too ambitious for the resources. 

I have held the line.

This is the record of what that costs.

If you are building something right now, something origi-
nal and di=cult and completely yours, something that the 
people who love you look at with that particular expres-
sion that is e>ual parts concern and confusion, then this 
book is for you.
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THIS IS THE START, NOT THE END

A quick note about what you're about to read. 

Most books about building something are written after it 
worked.

The founder sits down with the benept of hindsight and 
a successful outcome and tells you the story of how they 
got there. The struggles feel manageable in retros,ect. The 
doubt feels quaint. The moments where they almost quit 
read like tension in a story you already know ends wellI 
which is to say they don't really feel like doubt at all.

This is not that book.

D wrote this from the middle of it. D'm hereI now. The 
show has not o,ened yet. The tickets are not sold. The 
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dissolxable ,a,er has not touched the water. D do not know 
if siCty strangers will stand on a boat in Blexeland and feel 
what D beliexe they are going to feelI or whether the whole 
thing will fall a,art in ways D haxen't thought of yet.

D chose to write it this way on ,ur,ose.

Necause the ,art that is hardest to ca,tureI the ,art that is 
most useful to anyone trying to build something original 
and diHcult and theirsI is not the xictory. Dt is the ,eriod 
before the xerdict. The months of work in the absence of 
,roof. The mornings when the reason has to be enough 
because the results aren't there yet.

That is what this book is about. Wot how to succeed. Pow 
to kee, going when you don't know yet if you will.

Ohat you are holding is 2art 0ne. Dt ends in the s,ring of 
jFjv with the snow Vust thawing and the prst shows siCty 
days away and the outcome still genuinely unknown.

2art Two comes after the season. After the ,a,er hits the 
water. After D pnd out if D was right.

D think that book will be worth reading too. Nut D beliexe 
this oneI the unpnished oneI the one written from inside 
the uncertaintyI is the one that will be useful to you right 
now.
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Necause if you are building somethingI you are ,robably 
right here too.

Dn the middle. Dn the winter. Oaiting for the thaw.

Admiral Kim
BlexelandI 0hio
8,ring jFjv



Two

ANYONE CAN GET A LAUGH

Friday, April 16, 2026.

I'm standing on the dock on the Cuyahoga River at Col-
lision Bend.

It's a beautiful, sunny, Cleveland afternoon in April, the 
kind that feels like the city is apologizing for February. It 
was a cold, cold winter and now it's showing welcome signs 
of Spring.

The river is moving, slow and deep as it always is. The 
skyline is doing its thing. The Terminal Tower and the 
new Sherwin Williams building stare down at me with 
approval. The tower was built about 100 years ago and the 
Sherwin building just last year. I look up inspired and re-
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minded that Cleveland just keeps growing and innovat-
ing and I decide that my little fun project on the river 
is the next Cleveland icon that will become part of our 
dna. 

Somewhere behind me a boat is tied to a dock that I've 
spent the last several months of my life trying to qll with 
strangers who want to feel something.

A reporter is asking me Duestions. Real Duestions, from 
a real outlet, about a real show, that I made up in my 
head last Summer. Sixty days from now the qrst guests 
will walk through that gate and step into something I 
can only describe as a world I invented on a bet against 
my own doubt.

The reporter wants to know how it started. They always 
want to know how it started.

I give them the version that qts in a Duote. The short 
one. The one that sounds good and doesn't mention all 
the times I almost Duit, or the people who told me I was 
wrong, or the time I sat across from someone I'd hired 
and trusted and he looked me in the eye and said that 
what I was building wouldn't work.
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The real answer is longer. It starts before this dock. It starts 
in the gap between the thing you're trying to make and the 
thing everyone around you can imagine.

This book is that answer.

H  H  H

A few months before that April afternoon on the dock, 
I was sitting across from the person I'd hired to lead the 
show.

;e said it like he was doing me a favor. Jaybe he was" I 
guess we'll qnd out.

I had spent the better part of an hour walking him through 
everything. The dock. The rituals. The characters. The 
dissolvable paper going into the river. The ;arbor Tree. 
The dog tags. The whole world I had been building in my 
head for months. I laid it all out, every piece of it, because I 
believed in it and because I needed him to believe in it too.

;e listened. ;e nodded in some of the right places. And 
then he told me it wouldn't work.

P…eople don't want therapy,P he said. PThey want to laugh.P

;e wasn't being cruel. ;e was being experienced. ;e had 
the track record, the years of professional comedy on stage, 
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the crowds behind him. ;e knew what worked. And from 
where he was standing, what I was describing had too 
much feeling in it. Too much weight. Too much of the 
thing that makes people uncomfortable when they've paid 
good money to have a few drinks on a boat.

I was devastated of course. ;e knew it. I could see it in 
his face. I could tell he felt terrible about it. I did. When 
somebody you respect tells you honestly what they feel, 
and backs it up with their earned authority, experience and 
data4 you listen. 

So I sat with that for a week or so and honestly took it in 
and considered it. A seasoned professional who has been 
entertaining people for +02 years, just told me my idea isn't 
going to work. Even though, in my heart, I knew it would.

The next day I toured the Rock and Roll ;all of Fame 
with my wife. This couldn't have come at a more per-
fect time. I walked through the halls inspired by all the 
musicians who were also told how what they were doing 
wouldn't work. I felt the creative energy of people who had 
a vision and a narrative who just wanted to be understood, 
and heard. It was inspiring to say the least.

When I left the Rock ;all I was sure of something.



AMJIRAL KIJ U•URAL1N

The next morning I woke up, and I told him he was wrong.

H  H  H

Note for any comedian reading this. I respect what you do, 
immensely. I'm mean, I can't do it; won't even try to pretend 
I could. I am NOT saying what you do is not valuable. I am 
not saying you can't create meaning from your work. You 
can, and you do. I have been going to improv and comedy 
shows for 30+ years. I believe in comedy.

I don't really mean "anyone can get a laugh". It makes for 
a good headline in a book, that's all. I'm simply saying… 
in my opinion, a thoughtful moment can carry a memory 
deeper than a comedic moment. This is my opinion. If you 
disagree, great. But don't read this and think I'm crapping 
on comedy. Far from it. We good?

H  H  H

;ere's the thing about getting a laugh.

It's not hard. 3ot really. 3ot if you have good instincts 
and a decent room. A skilled comedian can make a crowd 
laugh qfteen times in an hour. Twenty. Jore. And when 
it's over, people will say they had a great time. They'll mean 
it. They'll tip well and drive home happy.
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And then three weeks later they won't remember a single 
thing that happened.

The jokes are gone. The punchlines, the callback, the bit 
that killed in the second half. All of it qled away under 
Pthat comedy thing we didP and forgotten before the week-
end is over.

I wanted something that wouldn't qle away that easily.

The kind of night somebody describes to a stranger at 
a dinner party two years later, stumbling over the words 
because they still can't Duite explain it. I wanted people to 
drive home, look over at the person in the passenger seat, 
and just go Duiet for a second because they were still inside 
it.

That's what epic actually is. A laugh that makes beer come 
out of your nose is funny, and valuable, and hard to get. 
Epic is when something shifts inside a person and they feel 
it move. Even a little. Even just for one night on a boat on a 
river in Cleveland that the rest of the world has spent half 
a decade making fun of.

H  H  H

When you have a vision for something new, experienced 
people will tell you it won't work. And here's the thing 
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that makes it hard5 they're usually right about everything 
except the speciqc thing you're building. They know what 
works. They've been in the rooms. They've watched things 
land and watched things die. Their experience is real and 
their instincts are good.

The problem is their experience is a map of the past, and 
you're trying to build something that doesn't exist on any 
map yet.

The conversation ended the way a lot of those conversa-
tions end when two people have fundamentally di6erent 
visions and neither one of them is actually wrong. ;e 
believed in one thing. I believed in another. And I had to 
make a decision.

I could bend. I could sand down the emotional parts, lean 
harder into the comedy, build the kind of boat show he was 
describing. It would probably be good. ;e was talented 
enough to make it good. …eople would laugh. They'd have 
a nice time.

Or I could hold the line.

I held the line. And I lost the actor.

What I didn't lose was the show.
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H  H  H

Standing on that dock in April, with a reporter asking 
good Duestions and the river doing exactly what it always 
does, I thought about all the moments between that con-
versation and this one.

The people who said it was too much. The people who 
said it was too weird. The family members who asked 
the practical Duestions that had no good answers yet. The 
nights I sat alone with a laptop and a version of the show 
that still wasn't right and had to decide again whether to 
keep going.

I kept going.

Sixty days from now I qnd out if I was right.

But here is what I already know, from this dock, on this 
afternoon, with the river moving behind me5

The show exists. It is real. It has a dock and a boat and 
characters and a ceremony that makes strangers dissolve 
their worries into a river together. It has a name. It has a 
world. It has a soul.

3one of that would exist if I had listened.

H  H  H
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This book is about that decision. And the hundred ver-
sions of that decision that come after it.

It's about what happens when you decide to build some-
thing that doesn't exist yet, something weird and origi-
nal and yours, and then have to survive the process while 
everyone around you is asking reasonable Duestions you 
don't have answers to yet.

It's about the family members who look at you with that 
particular expression that is somehow both concerned and 
disappointed at the same time. The partners who are tal-
ented and wrong. The gap between the thing in your head 
and the thing you can currently a6ord to build. The mo-
ment you realize that holding your vision means disap-
pointing people who were genuinely trying to help.

I'm writing this from the middle of it. I don't know yet if 
I'm right.

But I know this5 the people who told me it wouldn't work 
were describing a di6erent show than the one I'm building. 
And somewhere along the way I had to decide whose show 
this actually was.

That's the only decision that ever really matters when 
you're trying to make something.
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H  H  H

I hope you'll recognize your own version of it somewhere 
in these pages.

The ridiculous, or serious, thing you keep telling yourself 
you'll start but are too frightened to do. The idea you've 
been keeping Duiet because you're not sure it'll work. The 
version of yourself that knows what epic feels like but 
keeps listening to the room instead of the voice that's been 
there longer than any room has.

Anyone can get a laugh.

Build the thing they remember.
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THE THUNDERBOLT

I have seen a lot of Cleveland sunsets.

I grew up here. I've stood on enough patios and piers 
and parking decks to know what this city looks like 
when the light goes gold and the lake catches it and 
the skyline goes quiet for a few minutes before the dark 
comes in.

I thought I knew what a Cleveland sunset looked like.

I was wrong.

•  •  •

Last  summer  I  was  working  as  a  deckhand  on  the 
biggest commercial sightseeing boat in town.
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I want you to sit with that sentence for a second, because 
I know how it sounds. I have a long career behind me. 
I've built businesses, written books, spoken on stages. I 
have done the kind of work that comes with a title and 
a business card and a LinkedIn prozle that makes you 
look like you have your life organiHed into a series of 
intentional decisions.

And there I was. On a boat. Mandling lines. -opping 
up kid barf, emptying trash cans, and making sure peo:
ple didn't fall into Lake Erie, for basically minimum 
wage.

Mere's what I'll tell you about thatj it was one of the best 
decisions I ever made, and I didn't even fully understand 
why I was making it at the time. I Sust knew I needed to 
be near the water. I needed to be outside. I needed to 
be around people who were having a good time, and I 
needed to be part of making that happen in the most 
physical, immediate, unglamorous way possible.

Dome part of me was looking for something. I didn't 
know what it was yet.

•  •  •

It happened on the top deck.
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Ne were out on the water and I was standing up top doing 
what deckhands do, keeping an eye on things, being useful, 
being present. And then I turned toward the west and the 
sky had done something I can only describe as unreason:
able.

It was the kind of sunset that looks like it was generated 
by a computer because no natural thing should be that 
precise, that layered, that committed to being beautiful. 
Orange bleeding into pink bleeding into purple bleeding 
into the kind of deep blue that makes you feel small in 
a good way. The lake was holding all of it, doubling it, 
throwing it back at the sky like it was in an argument about 
which one was more impressive.

And I started crying.

xot dramatically. xot in a way that anyone around me 
would have noticed. Kust the kind of tears that show up 
when something is so uneYpectedly beautiful that your 
body decides it needs to respond and doesn't ask your 
permission zrst. The kind that come with a feeling of grat:
itude so specizc it almost has a name. I was grateful to be 
standing there. I was grateful to be allowed to have that 
moment. I was grateful to be a person alive in Cleveland 
on that particular evening when the sky decided to do that.
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And then, inside that feeling, something else arrived.

•  •  •

I've had ideas before. A long entrepreneurial career will do 
that to you. 3ou develop a feel for them, a sense of their 
weight when they arrive. Dome ideas are light. They "oat in 
and out in a day. Dome are heavier, they stick around and 
ask you to do something with them, and you either do or 
you don't.

This was neither of those.

This was a thunderbolt.

Dtanding on that top deck, watching that sunset over Lake 
Erie, I understood three things at the same time with a 
clarity that felt almost violent in how certain it was.

The zrst thing was that I wanted to spend the rest of my 
life making people feel what I was feeling right now. Ac:
tually feel it, in person, on the water. I wasn't interested in 
performing it for them or describing it to them. I wanted 
to put people on a boat, on this lake, and let it do what it 
was doing to me right then.

The second thing was that it had to be all Cleveland, the 
most human city in America. The grit and the pride and 
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the sarcasm and the weird beauty of a city that has been 
knocked down so many times it has developed a genuinely 
unique relationship with Soy. This city knows how to cel:
ebrate in a way that comfortable places never will, because 
this city has earned it. I didn't want Cleveland as a back:
drop. I wanted it as the whole point.

The third thing was the name.

It appeared in my head fully formed, the way the best 
names do, without negotiation or workshopping or any of 
the labored process that usually produces something you 
eventually settle for.

Cleveland Floaters.

I didn't choose it. It chose me, right there on the top deck, 
with the lake on zre and my eyes embarrassing me.

•  •  •

Mere is what I want to tell you about the thunderbolt, the 
real one, the kind that sticks.

It doesn't leave.

I have had plenty of ideas that felt important in the mo:
ment and faded by the following Tuesday. 3ou probably 
have too. 3ou get eYcited, you tell a few people, you open 
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a notebook, and then something else comes along and the 
idea quietly zles itself under 4someday4 and someday never 
comes.

Cleveland Floaters did not do that.

From the moment it arrived on that deck it has been the 
zrst thing I think about in the morning and the last thing 
I think about before I fall asleep. It has lived in my head 
the way a song lives in your head, not annoying eYactly, but 
insistent. 5resent. Asking to be made real.

I have thought about the dock. The characters. The ritu:
als. The worries written on dissolvable paper and dropped 
into the river. The dog tags. The Marbor Tree. The mo:
ment the music cuts and siYty strangers stand in silence 
together and feel something shift. I have thought about all 
of it, relentlessly, in the shower, in the car, at two in the 
morning when I should be sleeping.

That is how you know the di…erence between an idea and 
a calling.

An idea asks you to think about it.

A calling won't let you stop.

•  •  •
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I need to say something about originality, because it mat:
ters to this story and it might matter to yours.

There is no shortage of boat events. There is no shortage 
of comedy shows, or immersive eYperiences, or theatrical 
productions, or Cleveland pride merchandise, or any of 
the individual ingredients that go into what I was building. 
Domeone will always be able to point at a piece of your idea 
and show you where it already eYists.

Originality is not about inventing components that have 
never eYisted.

It's about the combination. The specizc gravity of this 
particular thing assembled in this particular way by this 
particular person in this particular city at this particular 
moment. That combination has never eYisted before. That 
is what I was protecting when I sat across from my lead 
actor and told him he was wrong. The whole thing. Every 
piece of it together.

The thunderbolt doesn't give you permission to be deriv:
ative. It gives you permission to be completely, stubbornly, 
uncomfortably yourself.

Nhich, as it turns out, is the hardest thing in the world to 
stay.
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•  •  •

I think about that sunset a lot. Every day, actually.

It might be the best thing I've ever seen. But what I really 
think about is what it gave me. The clarity. The certainty. 
The name that showed up uninvited and immediately felt 
like it had always been there.

I think about it when things get hard, which they do, 
which they will, which I will tell you about in detail in the 
chapters ahead. I think about standing on that deck with 
my eyes embarrassing me and understanding for the zrst 
time, in the most physical and immediate way, what I was 
supposed to do neYt.

Nhat I have to keep doingC xON.

If you have ever had a moment like that, you know eYactly 
what I mean and you didn't need me to describe it.

If you haven't had it yet, I want you to know it's real. It 
eYists. It can arrive on any deck, at any sunset, in any city 
that the rest of the world has been underestimating.

And when it does, I hope you cry a little.

It means you're in eYactly the right place you are meant to 
be.
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SHE HATED THE NAME

The rstp oestnI l pndw amt yi af.eu

Thft  ft  ahmp in' wn aheI in'vbe geeI ymssfew dnIk 
eIn'kh pn YIna phmp phe oestnI ahn thmset in's df.e ft mdtn 
phe oestnI ahn hndwt phe yfssnsu ,n' wnIvp kn pn m .sfeIw 
rstpc ns m g'tfIett omspIesc ns tnye tpsmIkes nI phe fIpesIep 
ahn afdd pedd in' fpvt gsfddfmIp geSm'te phei wnIvp hmbe tYfI 
fI phe kmyeu ,n' kn hnyeu ,n' tfp mSsntt .sny phe oestnI 
ahnte dmtp Imye ft mppmShew pn in'stc ahnte seo'pmpfnI ft 
pmIkdew 'o fI in'stc ahn afdd ge mp ebesi .myfdi wfIIes 
ahese tnyenIe mtYt hna phfIkt mse knfIku

l pndw hes phe Imyeu

Fhe wfw Inp dnbe fpu
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H  H  H

Pes SnISesI amt toeSfrS mIw fp amt semtnImgde mIw l amIp 
pn ge .mfs pn fp hesec geSm'te fp wetesbet phmpu

Cenode mse knfIk pn phfIY mgn'p onnoc the tmfwu Thmpvt 
phe rstp odmSe mIinIevt yfIw knetu ,n'vse knfIk pn o'p 
n's .myfdi Imye gehfIw m gsmIw phmp ymYet oenode phfIY 
mgn'p onnoc mIw in'vse knfIk pn mppmSh fp pn jdebedmIwc 
m Sfpi phmp hmt toeIp weSmwet psifIk pn thmYe nM phe WnYet 
mgn'p m sfbes phmp Sm'khp rsec mIw in' phfIY phft ft phe sfkhp 
ynbeu

Fhe amtIvp asnIk mgn'p ahese oenodevt yfIwt knu Thmpvt 
phe rstp odmSe yntp oenode dmIw aheI phei hems phe Imyeu 
Ldnmpestu Pmu Vmphsnny WnYeu xnbe nIu

:hmp the amt yfttfIkc mIw ahmp l Sn'dw Inp .'ddi mspfS'dmpe 
iep fI phmp SnIbestmpfnIc geSm'te l amt mSpfIk we.eItfbec 
amt phmp phft amt Inp m g'ku

lp amt phe ahnde onfIpu

H  H  H

Ff-peeI iemst mkn l asnpe m gnnY Smddew BppeIpfnIu

The oseyfte amt tfyodeD fI m Ssnawew ansdwc phe mgfdR
fpi pn Smop'se tnyenIevt mppeIpfnI ft phe yntp bmd'mgde 
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phfIk m gsmIw ns m oestnI SmI hmbeu qep phe mppeIpfnI mIw 
in'vbe anI hmd. phe gmppdeu 2besiphfIk edtec phe osnw'Spc 
phe tesbfSec phe e-oesfeISec kept fpt ShmISe pn ansY nIdi 
m.pes in'vbe tndbew phe mppeIpfnI osngdeyu

Thmp amt ps'e pheI mIw fp ft tpfdd ps'e Inac g'p phe kmye hmt 
ShmIkew 'IwesIemph fp fI m ami phmp ymppestu

Ff-peeI iemst mknc keppfIk mppeIpfnI amt hmswesu The ShmIR
Iedt aese dfyfpewu ,n' hmw pn emsI in's ami fIpn tnyenIevt 
mamseIett geSm'te phese tfyodi amtIvp phmp y'Sh Infte 
SnyoepfIk .ns phe tmye tomSeu

9na phe Infte ft fIrIfpeu qeppfIk mppeIpfnI ft emtiu BIinIe 
SmI kep m ynyeIpu B bfwenc m ontpc m hemwdfIec m tp'Ipu 
The mdknsfphy afdd hmIw in' eiegmddt f. in' YIna phe sfkhp 
ynbetu BppeIpfnI ft In dnIkes phe tSmsSe setn'sSeu

:hmpvt tSmsSe Ina ft ahmp Snyet m.pesu

8eeofIk fpu jnIbespfIk fpu xmYfIk tnyenIe Smse eIn'kh 
pn tpmic pn Snye gmSYc pn pedd tnyenIe edteu Thmp ft phe hmsw 
omsp Inau Thmp ft ahese yntp phfIkt .mfdu qeppfIk InpfSew ft 
phe emti omspu :hmp Snyet m.pes phe InpfSe ft ahese ebesiR
phfIk efphes emsIt fpt Yeeo ns 3'fepdi wftmooemstu

jdebedmIw Ldnmpest amt wetfkIew .sny phe ph'Iwesgndp 
ynyeIp afph gnph n. phnte osngdeyt fI yfIwu
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H  H  H

Uette jnde aeIp phsn'kh phe tmye phfIku

l. in' wnIvp YIna Uette jndec hevt phe .n'Iwes n. phe FmR
bmIImh VmImImtc phe gmtegmdd eIpespmfIyeIp oheInyR
eInI phmp p'sIew m tps'kkdfIk yfIns demk'e pemy fIpn 
m kdngmd gsmIw afph m amfpfIk dftp n. yfddfnIt mIw m 
pn'sfIk thna phmp teddt n'p mseImtu Pe aemst m ieddna 
p'-ewnu Pft odmiest wn Shnsenksmohew wmISet gepaeeI 
ofpShetu Cenode ahn hmbe Iebes ampShew m tfIkde fIIfIk 
n. gmtegmdd fI phefs dfbet afdd wsfbe .n's hn'st pn tee phe 
VmImImt oes.nsyu

:heI he Imyew phey phe FmbmIImh VmImImtc oenode 
hmpew fpu

lpvt 'IwfkIfrewc phei tmfwu lpvt tfddiu lp wnetIvp tn'Iw dfYe 
m semd pemyu lp wnetIvp SnyymIw setoeSpu Vmtegmdd ft m 
tesfn't tonsp afph m tesfn't hftpnsi mIw in'vse knfIk pn 
Smdd in's pemy phe VmImImtu

Pe hedw phe dfIeu The Imye tpmiewu BIw phe Imye geR
Smye phe rstp tfkImd pn phe ansdw phmp phft amt Inp m 
Insymd gmtegmdd e-oesfeISeu Thmp tnyephfIk wfMeseIp 
amt hmooeIfIk heseu Thmp f. phe Imye ymwe in' wn m 
wn'gde pmYec phe thna an'dw ymYe in' m gedfebesu
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The Imye amt Inp wetofpe phe e-oesfeISeu The Imye 
amt phe rstp ofeSe n. phe e-oesfeISeu

jdebedmIw Ldnmpest ansYt phe tmye amiu

,etc in's yfIw knet pn phe gmphsnny WnYe rstpu Thmp 
hmd. teSnIw n. (amfpc wfw phei semddi Smdd fp phmp( ft Inp 
m yftpmYeu lpvt phe hnnYu lpvt phe phfIk phmp ymYet in' 
tpno tSsnddfIku lpvt phe ynyeIp n. SnIpmSp phmp Ssempet 
eIn'kh .sfSpfnI pn ymYe in' S'sfn'tu

BIw pheIc nISe in'vse S'sfn'tc phe teSnIw yemIfIk 
mssfbetu

Ldnmp mgnbe fpu Kfte mgnbe phe InIteIteu Oep phe anssi 
wfttndbeu Ldnmp phsn'kh df.e fItpemw n. tfIYfIk 'Iwes fpu 
Thmpvt phe ahnde thna fI phsee answtc mIw fp dfbet fItfwe 
m Imye phmp yntp oenode wftyftt fI phe rstp teSnIw mIw 
SmIvp tpno phfIYfIk mgn'p fI phe teSnIwu

Thmp ft Inp mI mSSfweIpu Thmp ft wetfkIu

H  H  H

Oep ye ge Sdemsc phn'khc geSm'te phft gnnY ft Inp m 
bfSpnsi dmo mIw lvy Inp fIpesetpew fI ymYfIk yited. dnnY 
dfYe l hmw fp mdd rk'sew n'p .sny phe tpmspu
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:heI phe wn'gp Snyet .sny in's af.ec fp dmIwt wfMesR
eIpdi phmI aheI fp Snyet .sny mIinIe edteu

B tYeopfSmd fIbetpnsc in' SmI wftyfttu B Wemdn't oeesc 
emti pn ynbe omtpu 2beI m pmdeIpew Snddmgnsmpns afph phe 
asnIk bftfnIc mt ae Snbesew fI jhmopes AIec in' SmI 
teomsmpe .sny SdemIdi f. in'vse afddfIk pn ymYe phe hmsw 
Smddu

V'p in's ton'te ft Inp m tYeopfS fI phe nswfImsi teIteu 
Fhe ft Inp snnpfIk mkmfItp in'u Fhe ft phe oestnI ahn hmt 
ampShew in' g'fdw phfIkt mIw ampShew tnye n. phey Inp 
ansYc ahn hmt hedw phe .myfdi pnkephes w'sfIk phe temR
tnIt aheI phe eIpseoseIe'sfmd wsemy amt ynse wsemy 
phmI fISnyec ahn hmt emsIew phe sfkhp pn ge osnpeSpfbe 
n. phe Imye in' thmse mIw phe df.e in'vbe g'fdp pnkephesu

Pes SnISesI mgn'p phe Imye amt Inp semddi mgn'p onno 
WnYetu

lp  amt mgn'p mdd  phe pfyet ge.nseu  Bdd  phe fwemt phmp 
mssfbew afph phe tmye eIeski phft nIe wfwc phmp tmye 
fyonttfgde SespmfIpic mIw pheI yep phe amdd n. semdfpi mIw 
ShmIkew thmoe ns .edd momspu lp amt phe semtnImgde .ems n. 
m oestnI ahn dnbet in' mtYfIkD ft phft phe nIe phmp ansYtc 
ns ft phft phe nIe phmp Sntpt 't tnyephfIku
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l 'Iwestpnnw phmpu l tpfdd 'IwestpmIw fpu lvy Inp knfIk pn 
tpmIw hese mIw pedd in' the amt asnIk pn .eed fpu

:hmp lvy knfIk pn pedd in' ft ahmp l pndw hesc ns psfew pn 
6onnsdiCc fI phmp SnIbestmpfnI mIw phe nIet phmp Smye m.pes 
fpu

Thft nIe ft wfMeseIpu 9np geSm'te l tmi tnu VeSm'te l SmIvp 
o'p fp wnaIu VeSm'te fpvt geeI fI yi hemw ebesi tfIkde 
ynsIfIk tfISe phmp t'Itep mIw fp hmtIvp .mwew gi m weR
kseeu VeSm'te l hmbe geeI fI phft eIpseoseIe'sfmd df.e dnIk 
eIn'kh pn YIna phe wfMeseISe gepaeeI phe fwemt lvy e-R
Sfpew mgn'p mIw phe fwemt lvy Smddew pnc mIw l hmbe Iebes 
geeI Smddew pn mIiphfIk phe ami l my Smddew pn phftu

Thmp wnetIvp k'msmIpee fp ansYtu 9nphfIk k'msmIpeet fp 
ansYtu

V'p fp k'msmIpeet phmp l hmbe pn psiu

H  H  H

Pese ft ahmp l hmbe demsIew mgn'p Imyetc mIw mgn'p phe 
oenode ahn hmpe pheyu

The Imyet phmp ymYe oenode 'ISny.nspmgde mse mdyntp 
mdamit phe nIet phmp mse wnfIk phe yntp ansYu Fm.e Imyet 
wnIvp Ssempe .sfSpfnIu Fm.e Imyet tdfwe omtp afphn'p SmpShR
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fIk nI mIiphfIku ,n' SmI .nskep m tm.e Imye phe tmye m.R
pesInnI in' hemsw fpu

The Imyet phmp ymYe in' wn m wn'gde pmYec phmp ymYe 
tnyenIe mp m wfIIes omspi tmi (amfpc tmi phmp mkmfIc( phnte 
Imyet mse mdsemwi fI phe snny ansYfIk .ns in' ge.nse 
in'vbe tmfw mInphes answu

qeppfIk mppeIpfnI ft emti Inau 8eeofIk fp ft ebesiphfIku

B Imye phmp ymYet tnyenIe tpno mIw tmi (amfpc ahmp ft 
phmp( ft Inp m dfmgfdfpiu

lpvt phe gekfIIfIk n. m SnIbestmpfnIu

BIw fI 717Dc m SnIbestmpfnI ft phe yntp bmd'mgde phfIk in' 
SmI tpmspu



Five

BIG SWING



Six

THE NIGHTMARES STARTED

I have been telling you about a show I made up in my head.

Now I need to tell you where it actually comes from. How 
it came.

In 2020 I was diagnosed with colon cancer.

I did the chemo. I did the work. I got through it in the way 
that you get through something like that, which is to say 
not gracefully, not with a clear head, not with any of the 
composure you imagine you'd have before it happens to 
you. You get through it by getting through it. One day at a 
time in the most literal and unpoetic sense of that phrase.

And then two years later came the AFib. And at the start 
of all of that came the pandemic, which arrived like some-
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one turned oC the lights in a room everyone was already 
struggling to navigate. 

And, to add to it all, I all of a sudden got old and turned 
Vfty. 

Look, you remember those TO?ID years. $he world, the 
actual shared world that all of us live in together, went 
completely sideways in ways that are still not resolved and 

may never be.

Oh, and did I mention my aging Mother had full blow 
dementia and forgot my name and was so far gone that 
when I visited sometimes she would try to claw my face 
and bite my Vngers oC%

$otal mind F#j(. All of it. Tombined into a couple year 
span of what seemed like, at the time, some kind of cruel 
punishment or )oke passed down by some celestial being 
either trying to make me see something, or )ust wanted a 
good laugh.

I am the type of person who takes trauma and sinks it.

I don't mean that as a boast Bor a bad punE. I mean it as a 
description of a coping mechanism that looks like strength 
from the outside and is something else entirely from the 
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inside. You compress it. You Vle it somewhere deep. You go 
back to work, back to the family, back to the calendar full 
of things that need doing, and you tell yourself that func-
tioning is the same as healing and that moving forward is 
the same as moving through.

It is not. I know that now.

W  W  W

$he nightmares started.

$he same one, over and over, with the relentless consis-
tency of something trying to get your attention through 
the only channel you haven't managed to close oC be-
cause it lives in your subconscious. I was in a building, 
old, institutional, the kind of place with long Suorescent 
corridors and stairwells that go down further than they 
should. Remember the old movies from the 90's where 
the guy with knives on his Vngers was chasing the young 
teenager through the steam Vlled, dark school basement% 
$hat was the dream.

In that basement there was something behind me.

A Vgure without a face. Thasing me through this building, 
through the dark, and what it wanted was not )ust me. 
qhat it wanted was to take me away from my family. $hat 
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was the speciVc terror of it. Not death in the abstract. $he 
particular horror of being separated from the people I love 
before I was Vnished being with them.

I would wake up soaked in sweat with my heart hammer-
ing, in the dark, needing a moment to locate myself back 
in the actual world. In my bed. In my house. xtill here.

I am a person who studies how humans think. I under-
stand persuasion and behavior and the mechanisms un-
derneath why people do what they do. I have read the re-
search and taught the frameworks and built careers around 
understanding the gap between what people say and what 
they actually feel.

I could not Vgure out what was wrong with me.

My therapist could.

W  W  W

qhat she helped me understand was simple and it was 
devastating in its simplicity.

$he trauma was still in there. All of it. $he cancer, the 
chemo, the AFib, the pandemic, the mom full of demen-
tia, the accumulated weight of years of hard things that I 
had compressed and Vled and buried under productivity 
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and forward motion. I had never acknowledged it. $he 
body rePuires acknowledgment before it will agree to let 
something go, and I had skipped that part entirely.

$he faceless monster in the basement was not a mystery. It 
was the bill coming due.

xhe did not tell me to VG it. xhe told me to name it. $o 
stop moving past it long enough to look directly at it and 
say4 this happened. $his was real. $his cost me something. 
And I am allowed to know that.

$hank you, Holly.

$hat was the beginning of something I now think of as the 
most important work I have ever done. More important 
than any business, any book, any show. $he work of actu-
ally processing the things that happened to me instead of 
outrunning them.

$here is a body of research and a growing movement 
around something called post-traumatic growth. z$1 for 
short. $hink the opposite of z$xD, which is very, very 
real.

$he idea of z$1 is not that trauma is good, or that suf-
fering builds character in some tidy motivational poster 
way. $he idea is that the process of genuinely confronting 
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hard things, rather than avoiding them, can open doors 
inside you that the comfortable life never reaches. $hat on 
the other side of acknowledged pain there is sometimes a 
clarity about what matters that you could not have found 
any other way.

I became a believer. A book didn't convince me. Living it 
did.

W  W  W

And then I looked around.

I skipped the research and the trend reports, although all 
of those conVrmed what I was seeing eventually. I )ust 
looked at the people around me. Friends. Family. xtrangers 
in line at the coCee shop. Faces on the street. And I started 
to recogniIe something I knew from the inside.

•veryone was carrying something. •veryone.

Tancer and nightmares weren't universal. 7ut the pan-
demic had done something to the collective nervous sys-
tem of this country that we are still nowhere near Vnished 
processing. Five years of fear and loss and isolation and rage 
and grief, and most people had done eGactly what I had 
done with my own trauma4 compressed it, Vled it, gone 
back to work, called it Vne.
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It was not Vne. $he nightmares were )ust wearing diCerent 
faces.

And I thought4 I found my way out of that basement. 
qhat if  I  could give people a  few hours of what my 
therapist gave me. No intake forms, no worksheets, no 
twelve-step framework. Just permission. zermission to 
name the thing. $o look at it directly. $o hold it in your 
hands for a moment and then, in the most literal physical 
act I could design, watch it disappear.

W  W  W

I was walking through the Flats one afternoon trying to get 
my steps in.

Ryan Holiday was in my ears. $he Obstacle Is the qay. 
$he xtoic idea that the thing standing in your path is 
not your enemy. $hat the impediment to action advances 
action. $hat what blocks the road becomes the road.

I was thinking about the show. About Del1audio's end-
ing. About the Puestion I had been carrying for weeks4 
what is the one moment, the truest moment, the one that 
earns everything before it and )ustiVes the whole evening.

And I was thinking about what my therapist had given me. 
$he act of naming the thing. Of taking it out of the dark 
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basement where I had been running from it and holding it 
in the light long enough to say4 I see you. You are real. And 
you do not get to chase me anymore.

And then, somewhere along the river, it arrived.

qhat if they wrote it down.

qhat if, in the middle of the river, the music stopped and 
the boat went still and someone stood in front of siGty 
people and said4 you are allowed to put it down. Just for 
now. For tonight. qrite the thing you've been carrying and 
watch it dissolve into the water.

Dissolvable paper. $he kind that disappears on contact 
with water. You write your worry on it. You hold it in your 
hand. And when the moment comes, you let go.

$he paper curls. It dissolves. It is gone.

And you watch it happen.

I stopped walking.

$hat was it. $hat was the moment the whole show had 
been building toward without my knowing it. An act of 
physical acknowledgment, witnessed by strangers, in the 
middle of a river, at the eGact moment when the evening 
has done enough work to earn it.
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W  W  W

I want to eGplain why this works, because I am a person 
who studies these things and I cannot help it.

I am a certiVed trainer of Dr. Robert Tialdini's principles 
of inSuence. I have spent decades studying how humans 
think, why they buy, why they believe, what makes some-
thing land and what makes it slide oC. •thical persuasion, 
the kind that works because it is true and resonant and 
aligned with what people actually need, is something I 
understand at a structural level.

$he dissolvable paper ritual works for reasons that go all 
the way down.

qriting something down eGternaliIes it. $he worry moves 
from inside you, where it is shapeless and enormous, to 
outside you, where it has edges and Vts on a small piece 
of paper. $hat act alone is therapeutic in a way that talk-
ing about it is not. You can see it. It is smaller than you 
thought.

Doing it collectively changes the chemistry of the room. 
qhen siGty people perform the same vulnerable act at the 
same moment, no one is eGposed. •veryone is ePually seen. 
$he social risk disappears because the social risk is shared. 
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xtrangers become, for that ten minutes, something closer 
to witnesses for each other.

And watching it physically dissolve does something that 
no amount of talking or )ournaling or cognitive reframing 
can fully replicate. $he brain believes what the eyes see. 
$he worry is gone. Literally gone, not )ust in a manner of 
speaking. You watched it leave.

$his is not therapy. It does not pretend to be. It is one 
moment of relief, on a boat, designed with everything I 
know about human beings and what they need. $hat is 
enough. $hat is all it needs to be.

W  W  W

I have told you this because you deserve to know where the 
show actually comes from.

It comes from a man who had cancer and nightmares and 
a therapist who Vnally convinced him to stop running and 
turn around and face what was behind him. A business 
plan didn't produce it. A market analysis didn't produce 
it. $he realest thing I have produced it.

And I believe, with everything I know about human be-
ings and what we share underneath all the noise, that when 
siGty strangers stand on a boat in Tleveland and watch 
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their worries dissolve into the river together, something 
true is going to happen in that silence.

7ecause I designed it honestly.



Seven

THE PART WHERE IT GETS REAL

At some point the vision has to meet the spreadsheet.

This is the part of building something that nobody puts 
on the vision board. The part where you sit down with real 
numbers and real costs and the speci,c- merciless arithk
metic of what it actually taxes to maxe the thing ejist in 
the world rather than Iust in your head.

C ran the numbers.

Sharter costs. Mupplies. 'arxeting. The infrastructure of 
a real event operation with real liability and real people 
counting on ticxets being sold. C mapped it against the 
breaxkeven- against the sellout- against every scenario in 
between- including the one C didnFt want to thinx about 
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too hardP the one where the seats donFt ,ll and C am standk
ing on a docx in the Llats having spent real money on a 
dream that turned out to be Iust that.

C have been an entrepreneur long enough to xnow the 
di"erence between ejcitement and demand. •eople will 
tell you your idea is brilliant. They will say they love it- they 
would totally do that- they canFt wait. And they mean it- 
completely- in the moment they say it. Vut there is a gap 
between DC love that ideaD and Dhere is my credit card-D and 
that gap has xilled more promising things than bad ideas 
ever have.

The gap has a name. CtFs called the price.

The moment you name a number- enthusiasm becomes 
decision. And decisions are a completely di"erent thing 
than enthusiasm. C have watched it happen in sales rooms 
and on product launches and in conversations with people 
who swore they were in until the invoice arrived. The price 
is not Iust a number. Ct is a test of whether the thing you 
built is worth what you believe it is worth.

C xnew all of this. C had lived it many times over. And C was 
still afraid.

R  R  R
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C want to name the speci,c fear because C thinx it is one 
most people building something will recogniWe.

Oosing money isnFt the real fear. 'oney is recoverable. 
The real fear is public failure. Veing the person who ank
nounced something big and then had to 9uietly ejplain 
why it didnFt worx. 1atching the people who said DC 
told you soD with their eyes even when theyFre generous 
enough not to say it with their mouths.

The fear of nobody showing up is really the fear of 
con,rmation. Son,rmation that the voice in your head 
that calls you an idiot was right all  along. That the 
thunderbolt was Iust a feeling and feelings are not busik
ness plans and you should have xnown better.

C xnow that voice. C suspect you xnow it too.

That voice is what stops 00 out H(( dreamers- or Iust 
people with a cool idea- from taxing action. 

)ere is what C have learned to do with it after a long 
career of listening to it and sometimes obeying it and 
sometimes notP C let it talx. C donFt argue with it. C donFt 
try to convince it that everything is going to be ,ne. C 
Iust let it say its piece and then C go bacx to worx.
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The fear doesnFt go away YC wish!. ?ou Iust stop waiting 
for it to leave before you move.

CtFs imposter syndrome. CtFs your limbic brain system 
telling you this is dumb- this is stupid. CtFs not safe. D?ou 
are a dumb- stupid head- Uim. Jo not do this. CtFs too 
risxy. Janger- danger…D

Mound familiar5 )ereFs the thing about imposter synk
drome.

?ou have to be able to live 1CT) it- hovering over you 
lixe a guillotine- waiting to drop and detach your dumb- 
stupid head from the rest of your dumb- stupid body.

?ou have to be able to tell it to MTLz.

CtFs the only way forward. The BbstacleG is the way.

R  R  R

C needed a boat.

Momeone who would let me transform their vessel and 
their docx into a world- who would hand me the xeys to 
their operation and trust me to build something neither 
of us had seen before. 1ho had the crew and the li9uor 
license and the machinery of a real marine operation- and 
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who was willing to be something more than a vendor taxk
ing my money and wishing me lucx.

C looxed at the options on the Suyahoga. The biggest 
boats. The most established operations. The ones with the 
polished websites and the long client lists and the profesk
sional event infrastructure. C went on the boats and ejpek
rienced them as a customer- or as a decxhand. C showed up 
at Soast Quard meetings Iust to see what they were talxing 
about and to learn who the players and captains in town 
were.

C went to the big boat that C worxed on last summer- 
pitched the owner and we tried to maxe a deal. C was all 
in but they balxed when things got real. C get it2 CFm this 
new guy with big ideas and no real proof that C could pull 
it o". They were a proven Sleveland legacy operation who 
wasnFt about to entrust their brand to some guy calling 
himself The Admiral- with the big idea of maybe maxing 
people cry on a boat.

And then C found )oliday Voat Sharters.

A private docx tucxed in along Sollision Vend- right in 
the heart of the Llats below Tower Sity operated by people 
who had been on this river for years- who xnew every bend 
and current and mood of it- who were salt of the earth 
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Slevelanders running a real operation without pretense. 
Bn paper they werenFt the obvious choice. They turned 
out to be the only one.

R  R  R

1e met at Sollision Vend Vrewery- a restaurant Iust up the 
river from both my o3ce and the )oliday docx.

Vill  Vratton  and  Jonna  walxed  in.  The  owner  and 
dayktokday face of the business. Vill is probably the most 
ejperienced mariner on the Suyahoga. A man who has 
been on this river long enough to read it the way other peok
ple read a room. )e xnows every turn and every current. 
Those big boats you see navigating through the bends that 
looxs impossible5 )e can drive those.

)e sat down. And then he barely said a word.

C went on and on. The vision- the show- the characters- the 
rituals- the dissolvable paper- the )arbor Tree- the whole 
world C had been building in my head. C laid out everything 
because that is what C do when C believe in something- C 
give it everything C have and C watch the other personFs face 
and C try to read whatFs landing and what isnFt.

Vill gave me nothing. 6uiet. Mtill. Uust a few sips of his 
beer. The xind of stillness that could mean anything and 
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so means everything. C could not read him and that is a rare 
thing for me.

C found out later what was actually happening.

)e was Iust maxing sure C wasnFt full of it.

)e was letting me talx long enough to ,nd out if C was 
the xind of person who says things or the xind of person 
who means them. )e and Jonna had seen plenty of both 
come through that docx with big ideas and smaller folk
lowkthrough. )e was not going to hand over even Iust the 
association of his operation to someone he hadnFt properly 
evaluated.

C respect that enormously.

1hat C didnFt xnow until after we shoox hands was that 
Vill Vratton is best friends with my cousin 'ixe 8uxral. 
They were fraternity brothers at Bhio zniversity. The 
Suyahoga Kiver is a small world and Sleveland is smaller 
than it looxs.

C donFt thinx that connection is why he said yes. C thinx 
he said yes because the missions aligned in the way that 
the best matches do. )e needed new energy on that docx. 
A reason for people to ,nd it- to come bacx to it- to tell 
other people about it. )e needed someone with a vision 
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and drive to come in and do what needed to be done. Slean 
it up- rebrand it- and sell it.

C needed someone who would let me go all in- who unk
derstood that what C was building re9uired more than a 
transaction- who had the patience and the roots to be more 
than Iust a vendor.

1e were right for each other. The river xnew it before we 
did.

R  R  R

1e agreed to Ioin forces for the J(JL season.

And  that  is  when  things  got  genuinely-  properly- 
xeepkyoukupkatkthreekinkthekmorning scary.

Vecause before that conversation- Sleveland Lloaters was a 
vision. An idea with a name and a world and a ritual and 
a whole architecture of meaning. Ct was mine in the way 
that things you havenFt risxed anything on yet are yours- 
completely and safely and without conse9uence.

After that conversation it was a business.

There were costs on a calendar. There was a docx with 
my name attached to it. There was a boat owner who had 
taxen me at my word and was now counting on me to 
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produce the thing C had described so con,dently at that 
brewery table.

The vision in your head doesnFt protect you from any 
of that. The thunderbolt doesnFt protect you from any 
of that. The belief- the design- the years of studying huk
man behavior and persuasion and what maxes people 
buy and stay and come bacx- none of it protects you 
from the moment when the thing becomes real and the 
9uestion stops being Dwill this worxD and starts being 
Dwhat happens to me if it doesnFt.D

C sat with that 9uestion for lixe thirtykseconds.

And then C went bacx to worx.

R  R  R

)ere is something C want to say to anyone who is standk
ing at the moment C was standing at when Vill and C 
shoox hands.

The fear you feel when something becomes real is not a 
warning. Ct is a con,rmation.

Ct means the thing matters. Ct means you have put enough 
of yourself into it that losing it would cost you something 
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real. ?ou cannot feel that xind of fear about something 
small. ?ou can only feel it about something worth doing.

The right team- by the way- can also help.

Lind the one whose mission ,ts yours- whose values you 
can feel in the room- who lets you talx long enough to 
maxe sure you mean it and then- when they decide you do- 
gives you everything they have.

Lind that person. Lind that docx. 'axe the handshaxe 
real.

Then let the fear remind you why it matters.

Then get busy.



Eight

ARE YOU THE ADMIRAL?

A 21-year-old stopped me on the street last week.

"Are you the Admiral?"

He said he loved my videos on Instagram and Youtube. 
He said he had been following along. He wanted to 
know when the shows were starting and how soon he 
could buy a ticket?

I have been in business a long time. I have had wins that 
looked bigger than that moment on paper. But I am not 
sure I have felt one more.

This chapter is about the work that made that moment 
possible. The work nobody pays you for. The work that 
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happens before anyone shows up and validates it. The 
work that looks, from the outside, like nothing at all.

•  •  •

I show up at the dock almost every day since I shook hands 
with Captain Bill.

In the snow. In the rain. On the cold gray Cleveland morn-
ings in late winter when the river is the color of chocolate 
milk and the whole idea of a summer boat show feels like 
something you must have imagined.

The dock needs work. A LOT of work. Imagine if you 
threw a bunch of your stuJ on the deck out back at your 
house, threw a tarp over it, then ignored it for twen-
ty-years. That was the Holiday dock when I 'rst saw it. 

Years ago, the dock was part of the old SimMs jteak House 
property, and at the time, ClevelanderMs sat there under the 
Terminal Tower and ate a porterhouse as big as your head 
while drinking Danhattans poured stronger than Lake 
Erie wind storms.

But the minute I saw it I knew it was perfect. It Rust needed 
some love and some attention. And I was Rust the Admiral 
to do it.
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zobody is paying me to be there. There is no salary 
attached to landscaping, no invoice for power washing, 
no hourly rate for Runk removal and chainsaw work and 
the particular satisfaction of painting something that 
was ugly and making it less ugly. I am not there because 
it makes 'nancial sense in any short-term accounting of 
my time.

I am there because the dock is the show. Because the 
physical space is the 'rst thing guests will e9perience, and 
if it looks like someone cared about it then they will un-
derstand immediately that this is not Rust another boat 
night. And because there is something about showing up 
every day to do hard physical work on the thing you are 
building that connects you to it in a way that no amount 
of planning or strategiPing or sitting at a laptop ever will.

I enRoy it, actually. That surprised me.

There is a clarity to manual labor that desk work doesnMt 
oJer. At the end of a day of power washing or hauling 
or clearing brush, you can see e9actly what you did. The 
before and the after are right there in front of you. In a 
proRect with as much uncertainty as this one, that is not 
nothing. That is the closest thing to a guarantee the work 
provides.
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And that is e9actly the life I was trying to build for my-
self. One away from this damned computer and screen.

•  •  •

I started making videos on the dock for social media. 

Uaw ones. Sust me, on the dock, showing Cleveland 
what was happening. The work. The progress.  The 
river  behind  me  doing  what  rivers  do  while  I  e9-
plained what I was building and why. zo lighting rigs, 
no script, no social media manager hovering over my 
shoulder.

Look, IMve been doing this kind of stuJ before Youtube 
e9isted.  Before  i:hones.  Before  in6uencers  were  a 
thing. This isnMt a boast. IMm Rust O0 in that way. Dak-
ing content is not new to me. 

But I donMt enRoy making content, usually. If feels per-
formative to me. It feels like, "yuck", usually. However, 
I know that the world we live in now is diJerent. At-
tention is earned through social media. And it was time 
to suck it up and point that camera at myself and get it 
done, even if I didnMt want to do it.

Also, my e9perience tells me something that most busi-
nesses get e9actly backwards$ people follow characters and 
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stories. Logos donMt have fans. Carefully managed corpo-
rate voices speaking in the plural donMt have fans.

:eople follow people. jpeci'cally, they follow people they 
can root for. And in Cleveland, we LOVE characters. Es-
pecially the underdogs.

jo I made a character. I bought a baseball hat that says 
Admiral on it, and every time I make a video, I introduce 
myself as the Admiral. I donMt e9plain the Roke, I donMt 
break the fourth wall, I donMt wink at the camera and say 
"yes this is a bit." I Rust show up as the Admiral, doing 
dock work in Cleveland, building something ridiculous 
with complete seriousness.

It is working. I knew it would.

The audience is small. Let me be honest about that be-
cause this is not a story about going viral or cracking the 
algorithm or any of the things that get written about in 
marketing case studies. It is a story about a small and loyal 
audience that is growing steadily because something about 
what I am doing is real and people can feel the diJerence 
between real and performed.

The emails I get from people out of the blue start with, 
"Hey Admiral". The media, who are starting to call me 
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more and more, do the same. They get it. They like it. 
ItMs a story.

jummary$ zobody cares about Sim. Sim isnMt a character.

The Admiral, on the other hand, well, he has a story to 
tell. 

All it took was a !23 hat and a commitment to the bit.

•  •  •

Dy wife still cringes at the Admiral thing. I donMt wear 
it when IMm out with her because of that, even though I 
want to. 

The cringe is the same as the name cringe I think. jame 
e9pression. The one that says I love you and I donMt 
understand you and I am worried about you, all at once.

I want to be careful here because this book is not about 
my wife being wrong. jhe is not wrong about most 
things. jhe is one of the sharpest people I know and her 
instincts about the world are good.

zote$ it is incredibly di4cult to believe in something so 
deeply and have your partner believe in it "not so much." 
ThatMs why writing this is and doing this is so hard.
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qhat she is e9periencing, I think, is the gap between where 
I am in the process and where she is. I have been living 
inside this thing for months. I understand the character 
strategy. I understand why the Admiral hat works and 
what it is doing in the mind of someone who watches the 
videos. I understand that building a character before you 
have a product to sell is not vanity, it is infrastructure. By 
the time the ticket link goes live, people should already 
feel like they know me. They should already be invested in 
whether this works.

jhe sees a grown man in an Admiral hat power washing a 
dock and putting it on the internet.

jhe sees her friends watching those same videos and maybe 
thinking, "qhat kind of a nut is KoreenMs husband?"

Answer$ Sust a nut with a dream.

jhe transfers my strange dream and kookiness to her self 
image, and well, she didnMt sign up for that. ItMs not in her 
dna like it is mine. IMm 'ne with the e9posure and weird 
looks. jhe, is not.

jo I get it. qhat IMm doing re6ects on her. And where 
things have gone wrong in this entire thing is I didnMt ask 
her for permission, I think. IMm sorry, Koreen. I really am. 
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At least you now know why IMve done all this. Communi-
cated to you in the best why I know how. A book. HaH

I believe we are both looking at the same thing, me and my 
wife. jhe gets the why and the marketing at itMs core. ItMs 
the outcome and the e9posure that she didnMt sign up for. 

This is one of the lonelier parts of building something 
original. The people closest to you are often the last to see 
it because they are seeing you, not the thing. They have 
conte9t about who you are and what you have tried before 
and what it cost the family when it didnMt work. They 
cannot fully separate the idea from the person pitching it, 
which means their love for you and their fear for you get 
tangled up in their assessment of the work.

It is frustrating. I will not pretend otherwise.

And I keep going anyway.

There is no other option.

•  •  •

Here is what the videos IMm making on the dock are actu-
ally doing, beneath the surface.

A story. zot like a marketing campaign e9actly. A story 
with a character people can follow and a con6ict they can 
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feel and a Juestion they donMt yet know the answer to$ is 
this guy going to pull it oJ? 

Or are we going to collectively watch this guy in a hat that 
says Admiral on it fall 6at on his face and laugh at him?

Every video is another chapter. The Admiral shows up at 
the dock in February when it looks like nothing. He clears 
the brush. He power washes the concrete. He plants things 
and paints things and hauls things and e9plains, with com-
plete earnestness, what this dock is going to become.

And people watch. The audience is small. But theyMre the 
right ones. The ones who grew up here and feel something 
when they see a person betting on this city. The ones who 
have their own version of the dream and need to watch 
someone else chase theirs before they can believe in their 
own. The ones who will be 'rst in line when the ticket link 
goes live because they have been following the story long 
enough to feel invested in the ending.

qhen that credit card form appears, I want them to feel 
like they already know me. Like they have been part of 
this from the beginning. Like buying a ticket is not a 
transaction but the ne9t chapter in a story they have been 
following since winter.
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That does not happen from an ad. That does not happen 
from a well-designed landing page or a clever email subRect 
line.

It happens from showing up on a dock in the snow with a 
camera and a hat and the speci'c kind of belief that looks 
like stubbornness from the outside and feels like certainty 
from the inside.

•  •  •

The 21-year-old on the street.

He had no idea he was giving me the most important piece 
of data I have collected since this whole thing started. zo 
impression count, no follower number, no open rate could 
match it. A human being, on a sidewalk in Cleveland, who 
recogniPed a character he had only seen on a phone screen 
and wanted to tell him that it was working.

That is the signal you are looking for in the unglamorous 
middle. One moment of contact that tells you the story is 
landing. That someone out there is following along. That 
the work you are doing in the cold and the rain and the 
absence of any applause is reaching someone.

The unglamorous middle is where most things die. Uun-
ning out of money, running out of time, those things 
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happen. But more often things die because the person 
building them runs out of evidence that the work mat-
ters. The feedback loops are too slow and the costs are 
too immediate and the silence between the eJort and the 
result is Rust long enough to convince you that nothing is 
happening.

jomething is always happening.

jhow up anyway. Ko the work no one is paying you to 
do. qear the hat. Dake the video. :ower wash the dock in 
February.

One day someone is going to stop you on the street and ask 
if youMre the Admiral.



Nine

FIVE DOLLARS AND THE TRUTH

I want to tell you about the best vde rolla' ome' I.de ede' 
Warei

phat gt buys gsn.t the Fognti phat gt F'odes gsi

phen  I  resg,ner  the  counrgn,  cloate's  F'o,'aWf 
whgCh you Can sg,n uF Lo' at EVANAVDOTcVRDS
AM-iERjf I Ware a relgbe'ate anr soWewhat CounJ
te'gntugtgde reCgsgoni I Cha',er Lo' gti cgde rolla's to 
Kogn the wagtlgstf to beCoWe a counrgn, cloate'f to ,et 
you' WeWbe'shgF nuWbe' anr you' Ce'tgvCate anr you' 
FlaCe gn the sto'y beLo'e the sto'y oUCgally sta'teri
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zeoFle thou,ht I shoulr Wa•e gt L'eei jo'e sg,nuFsf they 
sagri Vowe' the L'gCtgoni Huglr the lgst v'st anr WonetgYe 
late'i

I hade hea'r that ardgCe beLo'ei I hade watCher gt F'oruCe 
eno'Wous lgsts oL FeoFle who relete you' eWagls wgthout 
oFengn, theWi

I rgr not want a lgsti I wanter a C'ewi

:  :  :

xe'e gs what I •now about L'eei

c'ee has no weg,hti c'ee as•s nothgn, oL the Fe'son 'eCegdJ
gn, gt anr so gt Weans nothgn, to theWi qou Can aCCuWuJ
late ten thousanr L'ee sg,nuFs anr hade less aCtual reWanr 
than vLty FeoFle who Fagr Lo' soWethgn,f beCause the aCt 
oL Faygn, gs not Kust a t'ansaCtgoni It gs a reCla'atgoni It 
gs a Fe'son saygn, wgth theg' wallet what they a'e not yet 
wgllgn, to say wgth theg' wo'rs9 I belgede gn thgs enou,h to 
'gs• soWethgn, on gtf eden soWethgn, sWalli

-oCgal Werga Lollowe's a'e not a busgness Wet'gC unless you 
a'e gn the busgness oL sellgn, Fostsi I aW noti I aW gn the 
busgness oL sellgn, an e5Fe'genCe that Costs 'eal Woney to 
F'oruCe anr 'e0ug'es 'eal FeoFle to show uF on a 'eal 
ng,hti She Lollowe' Count tells We nothgn, about whethe' 
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those FeoFle wgll Full out a C'ergt Ca'r when the tgC•et 
lgn• ,oes lgdei

She vde rolla' FayWent tells We ede'ythgn,i

Shat C'ergt Ca'r has al'eary CoWe out oL the walleti She 
Wental t'ansaCtgon has al'eary haFFeneri She Fe'son 
has al'eary Woder L'oW Cu'gous obse'de' to gndester 
Fa'tgCgFanti -o when the 'eal tgC•et F'gCe aFFea's late' 
onf they a'e not Wa•gn, a v'st reCgsgoni Shey a'e Wa•J
gn, a seConr onei Dnr seConr reCgsgonsf Lo' FeoFle who 
hade al'eary reCgrer onCef a'e r'aWatgCally easge' than 
v'st reCgsgonsi

I woulr ta•e 711 counrgn, cloate's ode' 7f111 InstaJ
,'aW Lollowe's wgthout hesgtatgoni Ade'y tgWei

:  :  :

phen soWeone beCoWes a counrgn, cloate'f  a Lew 
thgn,s haFFen gWWergatelyi

Shey 'eCegde a WeWbe'shgF nuWbe'i Sheg' nuWbe'i It 
Counts uF L'oW onef se0uentgallyf Fe'Wanentlyi counrJ
gn, cloate' 32i counrgn, cloate' (B)i counrgn, cloate' 
)?ki Mg,ht now we a'e at )3? anr Countgn,f anr eaCh 
nuWbe' belon,s to e5aCtly one Fe'son anr always wglli
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Shey 'eCegde a Ce'tgvCatei Dn aCtual Ce'tgvCate Grg,gtal$f 
,ene'ater autoWatgCallyf oUCgal enou,h to sha'e anr sFeJ
CgvC enou,h to Leel lg•e gt Weans soWethgn,i HeCause gt 
roes Wean soWethgn,i Hegn, ea'ly to soWethgn, 'ealf beJ
Lo'e the C'owrs anr the Code'a,e anr the solrJout sg,nsf gs 
a ,enugnely 'a'e thgn, anr I wanter theW to Leel thati

Dnr then they a'e gndgter to ro one Wo'e thgn,i

Shey a'e as•er to naWe theg' wo''yi

D sgWFle 0uestgonf no ClgngCal lan,ua,ef no gnta•e Lo'W9 
what gs the wo''y you want to sgn• gnto the la•eG Shey vll 
out the Lo'Wf they subWgt gtf anr gt aFFea's on the FublgC 
po''y pall whe'e anyone Can 'ear gt alon,sgre hunr'ers 
oL othe'si

Shgs roes th'ee thgn,s at onCe that I resg,ner relgbe'ately 
anr one thgn, I rgr not Lully antgCgFatei

It F'eFa'es theW Lo' what the show gs about beLo'e they 
hade ede' set Loot on the roC•i It Wa•es theW Fa't oL the 
Wytholo,y beLo'e the v'st ng,ht haFFensi Dnr gt ,gdes 
theW a 'eason to sha'ef beCause seegn, you' wo''y on a 
FublgC wall alon,sgre )11 othe's gs the •gnr oL 0ugetly 
Wodgn, thgn, that Wa•es FeoFle want to show gt to soWeJ
onei
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She thgn, I rgr not antgCgFate was what they woulr 
aCtually sayi

:  :  :

I e5FeCter the obdgous wo''gesi

joneyi po'•i xealthi MelatgonshgFsi She stanra'r gnJ
dento'y oL arult DWe'gCan an5gety that any Follste' 
Coulr hade F'ergCteri -oWe oL those aFFea'erf yesi 
She ,ene'gC ne,atgdgty about the wo'lr anr FeoFle anr 
soCgal Wergai She FolgtgCal L'ust'atgoni She aWbgent 
r'ear oL lgdgn, gn a nogsy anr unCe'tagn tgWei

Hut nea'ly eg,hty Fe'Cent oL what FeoFle w'ote was 
soWethgn, else entg'elyi

Shey w'ote about theg' own hearsi

Rde'thgn•gn,f Lea' oL the Lutu'e anr st'essi Shose wo'r 
aFFea'er ode' anr ode' gn rgme'ent Lo'Wsf rgme'ent 
hanrw'gtgn, so to sFea•f but the saWe essentgal ConLesJ
sgon9 I Cannot ,et out oL Wy own wayi jy Wgnr wgll not 
stoFi I aW e5hauster by Wy own thou,htsi I.W Lea'Lul oL 
the wo'lr we.'e lgdgn, gn anr hade C'eateri I.W st'esser 
out about whe'e gt.s ,ogn, to ,o anr Wy FlaCe gn gti
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Shgs ratai Shgs 'ealgYatgon oL what FeoFle a'e aCtually 
thgn•gn, blew We awayi 

HeCause gt 'eL'aWer soWethgn, I thou,ht I unre'stoor 
about what I was buglrgn,i

I har been thgn•gn, about Eledelanr cloate's as an 
esCaFe L'oW the wo'lri c'oW the nogsef L'oW the al,oJ
'gthWf L'oW the 'elentless e5te'nal F'essu'e oL Wore'n 
lgLei Het on the boatf ,et away L'oW all oL that Lo' a Lew 
hou'sf Ioat abode gti

Hut the po''y pall tolr We soWethgn, Wo'e sFeCgvC 
anr Wo'e gWFo'tanti

zeoFle ro not F'gWa'gly neer an esCaFe L'oW the wo'lri

Shey neer an esCaFe L'oW theWseldesf who a'e stuC• 
lgdgn, gn that Wesser uF wo'lri

She eneWy gs not out the'ei It gs the dogCe gn the baseJ
Wentf the looF that won.t stoFf the thou,hts that Chase 
you th'ou,h Co''gro's at th'ee gn the Wo'ngn,i She 
wo'lr.s nogse gs alWost a rgst'aCtgon L'oW the reeFe' 
anr Wo'e e5haustgn, nogse that nede' aCtually ,oes 0ugJ
et beCause gt gs CoWgn, L'oW gnsgre the housei
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I •new that dogCei I har sFent yea's 'unngn, L'oW gt beLo'e 
I lea'ner to tu'n a'ounr anr naWe gti

She po''y pall tolr We that )3? FeoFle anr Countgn, 
•new gt tooi

:  :  :

Shgs rata gs not Kust gnte'estgn,i It gs aCtgonablei

It tells We that the -gn• qou' po''y 'gtual gs not a nodelty 
WoWent gn the Wgrrle oL a CoWery showi It gs the Cent'al 
thgn,i She whole 'eason to be the'ei She CoWery anr the 
Cha'aCte's anr the Fol•a ranCe anr the ,lgtte' •gelbasa anr 
all the wonre'Lul Chaos oL the roC• anr the boatf all oL 
gt gs the a'ChgteCtu'e that Wa•es the WoWent oL 'elease 
Fossgblei Hut the 'elease gs what FeoFle CaWe Lo'f eden the 
ones who ron.t •now yet that they CaWe Lo' gti

Shey a'e not CoWgn, to Eledelanr cloate's beCause they 
want to see a show wgth a CoWgC tellgn, H'owns Ko•esi

Shey a'e CoWgn, beCause they a'e tg'er oL theg' own hears 
anr they neer soWewhe'e to Fut gt rown Lo' a whglei

Dnr they want Fe'Wgssgon to ro gt L'oW a ,uy wea'gn, a 
J?1 hat that says DrWg'ali

I thgn•i
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:  :  :

I want to ,gde you the busgness lesson I.de 'ealgYer that.s 
gnsgre all oL thgs beCause gt aFFlges to anythgn, you a'e 
buglrgn,f o' Flanngn, to buglr soWethgn,i

HeLo'e you sell anythgn,f vnr a way to as• you' aurgenCe 
what they aCtually neeri -•gF the su'dey wgth WultgFle 
ChogCe oFtgons you resg,ner baser on what you al'eary 
thgn• the answe' gsi Ds• theW an oFen 0uestgon wgth no 
w'on, answe's anr then 'ear what CoWes baC• wgthout 
vlte'gn, gt th'ou,h what you hoFer to hea'i

She po''y pall was Wy oFen 0uestgoni phat I ,ot baC• 
was a Fo't'agt oL the FeoFle who a'e r'awn to thgsf Wo'e 
honest anr sFeCgvC anr useLul than any LoCus ,'ouF Coulr 
hade F'oruCerf beCause FeoFle tell the t'uth when you as• 
theW about theg' Fagn anr Wa•e the sFaCe Leel saLe enou,h 
to answe'i

She vde rolla' ba''ge' C'eater that saLetyi It vlte'er out the 
Casual anr •eFt the CoWWgtteri She FeoFle on that wall 
Fagr to be the'ei Shey we'e not Fassgn, th'ou,hi Shey 
we'e tellgn, We soWethgn, 'eal beCause they har al'eary 
reCgrer thgs was wo'th theg' tgWe anr theg' sWall gndestJ
Wenti
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phat they tolr We Chan,er the showi

She st'uCtu'e stayeri She Cha'aCte'sf the 'gtualsf the a'C 
L'oW the roC• to the 'gde' anr baC• a,agnf all oL that stayeri 
phat Chan,er was Wy unre'stanrgn, oL what gt gs Lo'i She 
•nowler,e oL what FeoFle a'e Ca''ygn, when they wal• 
th'ou,h that ,ate anr say the wo'r cloat anr steF gnto a 
wo'lr resg,ner to helF theW Fut gt rowni

Shey a'e not esCaFgn, the wo'lri

Shey a'e esCaFgn, theWseldesi co' a Lew hou'si Rn a boati 
In Eledelanri



Ten

THE REASON YOU CAN'T QUIT

It was March. Snow still on the ground. Cleveland still 
gray and frozen and unconvinced that spring was actu-
ally coming. It sure didn't feel like it. As it turns out; 
that was comfort to me.

I was sitting across from one of my best friends, Tim 
Demond (aka J. Thorn for those who know his writing). 
Tim is an experienced writer who has produced millions 
of words in popular books. He is also a professional story 
teller that teaches people how to craft stories. Most impor-
tantly, he's Founding Floater #1; the very Lrst person to 
sign up.  He's the guy who helped me think bigger about 
this entire crazy idea. In fact, that's exactly what he said to 
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me months ago during a previous breakfast. &Jim, you're 
thinking too small.&

It was early morning, as usual. Bld guy breakfast is what 
we call it. Tim G Jim BW breakfast is held twice a month at 
the ass-crack of dawn at some local dive near to one of our 
homes. •e arrive when they unlock the doors, and before 
the coRee is even done brewing. These meetings traverse 
everything. •ork, life, marriages, kids, you name it. 

Bn this particular morning Tim mentioned, almost casu-
ally, how little time was really left until Memorial Day (my 
proposed launch day deadline). He was doing the math 
out loud. •eeks, not months. The season was no longer 
a concept on a calendar. It was a wall getting closer.

I was holding my coRee and I almost had a panic attack.

The real kind. The kind where your chest tightens and 
your thoughts start moving too fast and the room gets 
slightly wrong and you have to make a conscious decision 
to breathe like a normal person.

Vecause the thaw was coming. And when the thaw came, 
I would have to deliver.

K  K  K



ADMIUAO JIM 8Y8UAO"P

I want to tell you about the other voice that showed up in 
that coRee shop.

The panic I've already described. This was something else. 
The reasonable voice. The one that doesn't sound like 
fear because it dresses itself up in logic and patience and 
self-care language and sounds, if you're not paying atten-
tion, almost like wisdom.

2ou could punt the season, it said. 0ush to N3N". 4obody 
would blame you. The dock isn't fully ready. The cast isn't 
locked. 2ou haven't sold enough tickets yet to know if 
the demand is real. 2ou could take the pressure oR, spend 
another year building, come back stronger with more time 
and more resources and more certainty.

It is a seductive argument. I have heard versions of it at 
every diqcult moment in my career. And it is almost never 
actually about being ready. It is about being scared. The 
readiness is the excuse. The fear is the reason.

I knew that. And I still had to Lght it.

Vecause 9QN people had paid Lve dollars and given me their 
worry and were waiting. Vecause a boat owner had shaken 
my hand and believed me. Vecause a reporter had asked 
real juestions on a real dock. Vecause a N1-year-old had 
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stopped me on the street. Vecause I had said, out loud and 
in public, that this was happening.

2ou cannot make promises like that and then not deliver.

K  K  K

I need to back up a little.

For twenty-Lve years I sat in front of a screen.

That is not a complaint. It is how I built everything I 
have built. Vooks, businesses, a career in the digital world 
before most people understood there was a digital world 
to have a career in. I was good at it. I am still good at it. 
Vut twenty-Lve years is a long time to live primarily inside 
a rectangle of light, and at some point the body starts 
sending memos about the arrangement.

The cancer was the Lrst memo. The AFib was the second. 
The nightmares were the third.

After all of that, I made a vow. ?uietly. 4o announce-
ment, nothing written down, 5ust a private understanding 
between me and whatever version of myself was going to 
show up for the second half of this life.

I had to Lnd a way out of the screen and into the real world.
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That's how I ended up on the top deck of that boat last 
summer.

And what I mean is something diRerent from a graceful 
exit like retirement, which is never going to happen. 
I needed something that rejuired me to be present in 
the physical world. Among people. Bn a dock. In the 
weather. Doing work that exists in three dimensions 
and cannot be completed by staring at a laptop in a 
juiet room.

Cleveland Floaters is that vow made visible.

7very cold morning on the dock, every chainsaw and 
paintbrush and power washer, every video made in Feb-
ruary with numb Lngers and a hat that says Admiral, 
every conversation with a boat owner and a reporter 
and a N1-year-old on a sidewalk is  me keeping that 
promise to myself.

2ou do not juit on a vow like that. •hen the snow is 
still on the ground. •hen the panic arrives in a coRee 
shop. •hen the voice of reasonable retreat shows up 
dressed as wisdom.

2ou breathe. 2ou put the coRee down. 2ou go back to 
work.
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That's the life I'm trying to create for myself. Away from 
the computer desk and zoom call. 

K  K  K

Around the time I was sitting in that coRee shop Lghting 
the voice, I was also Lnishing a book about Tim Misny.

If you're from Cleveland you know Tim Misny. 0ersonal 
in5ury attorney. The billboards. The television ads. The 
voice that has been part of the fabric of this  city for 
decades. &I'll Make Them 0ay.& Four words that have be-
come, in Cleveland, something close to a civic motto. If 
you want to read that book, it's really good, go grab a copy 
at MIS42VBB8.com.

•riting that book meant spending real time with him. 
Oearning how he thinks. Ynderstanding the engine un-
derneath the billboards and his fame and success.

•hat I found was something I already believed but needed 
to see conLrmed in another person's life at exactly the 
moment I needed the conLrmation.

Hard work and grit and refusing to juit are not personal-
ity traits. They aren't distributed at birth to certain lucky 
people. They are fueled. There is always something under-
neath them, a reason speciLc enough and personal enough 
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and non-negotiable enough that it makes the juitting 
genuinely impossible.

For Misny it is the client. The person sitting across 
from him who has been hurt and needs someone who 
will not stop until the wrong is made right. That is 
not inspiration. That is obligation. And obligation is a 
more reliable fuel than inspiration because it does not 
rejuire you to feel like going on. It rejuires you to go 
on regardless of how you feel.

I understood that. I had my own version of it.

The vow. The 9QN people on the •orry •all. The body 
of work I had spent twenty-Lve years building and the 
nightmares that had earned me exactly one conclusionJ 
the screen was not enough anymore and I had run out 
of time to pretend otherwise.

K  K  K

I want to make a distinction here that I think matters.

Most of what gets written about persistence talks about 
willpower. Toughness. The grind. The hustle. The mo-
tivational vocabulary of pushing through.
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It all sounds very motivational. I don't believe in moti-
vation actually. I believe in inspiration. Vecause in my 
view, a human being is going to do whatever they want 
to, when they decide when they want to do it.  2ou 
can't motivate them to the point. TH72 have to decide. 
Inspiration thoughK 2ou can inspire something to start 
thinking about making that choice.

I  am  skeptical  of  willpower  as  a  primary  panacea. 
•illpower is Lnite. It depletes. Bn the days when you 
are tired and scared and sitting in a coRee shop in March 
holding a coRee while the clock runs, willpower is often 
exactly the thing you have least of. 2ou can't 5ust &mo-
tivate& yourself out of that, IMB.

•hat does not deplete is the reason.

The reason is not motivational. It does not ask you how 
you feel about continuing. It simply makes certain op-
tions unavailable. 2ou cannot juit because juitting means 
breaking a promise to yourself that you made while sitting 
in a hospital for nine days after aFib and deciding what the 
rest of your life was going to look like. 2ou cannot punt 
the season because punting the season means becoming 
the person who says things and doesn't do them, and you 
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have spent too long becoming someone else to go back to 
that now.

The reason doesn't rejuire courage. It simply removes the 
alternative.

That is what I mean when I say juitting was not an option. 
This is what Tim Misny taught me and proved to me.

I considered juitting, yes. Fully. In a coRee shop in March 
with snow still on the ground and a panic attack pressing 
against the inside of my chest. Vrave had nothing to do 
with it. Motivation wasn't going to help me work through 
that.

And then I remembered why I started; The reasons behind 
it. 

And the option closed.

Vack to work.

K  K  K

Vefore you build anything worth building, you need to 
Lnd your reason.

Skip the goal you put on a slide deck and the mission state-
ment you wordsmithed for an hour. The actual reason. 



FOBAT AVBE7 IT PL

The one that lives below the business plan and below the 
vision and below even the thunderbolt. The one that is 
personal enough to be embarrassing and true enough to 
be non-negotiable.

For me it is a vow made to myself after too many years 
at a screen and too many close calls with a body that was 
trying to tell me something. It is the speciLc weight of 
a life spent building things in rectangles of light and the 
decision, made in a hospital and conLrmed on a top deck 
at sunset and reconLrmed every cold morning on a dock 
in the Flats, to build something real this time.

Something you can stand inside. Something that exists in 
three dimensions. Something that rejuires you to show up 
in the weather.

Find your reason. •rite it somewhere private. Ueturn to 
it on the March mornings when the snow is still on the 
ground and a friend is doing math out loud and the panic 
arrives uninvited.

The reason doesn't chase away the fear.

It 5ust makes the fear irrelevant.
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END OF PART ONE

The snow thawed in Cleveland.

The dock is almost ready. The boat is real. The charac-
ters are gndinF their way into the world. The uopndinF 
uloaters are waitinF with their membershif npmbers and 
their worries and their gve dollars oP skin in the Fame.

This is where Oart Bne ends and Oart Two beFins. 

Sy the end oP 2pmmer 060I x will be able to tell yop 
what haffened when siWty stranFers stood on a boat in 
Cleveland and watched their worries dissolve into the river 
toFether. Lhether the silence lasted the Ppll ten seconds. 
Lhether anyone cried. Lhether my wiPe PorFives me Por 
draFFinF her down this fath.
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Oart Two will tell yop what x Fot wronF and what x Fot 
riFht and what sprfrised me most abopt the distance be-
tween the thinF x imaFined on a tof deck at spnset and the 
thinF that actpally eWists on a dock in the ulats.

This story ends here. xn the sfrinF. Lith the work pngn-
ished and the verdict still opt and the Vdmiral standinF on 
the dock in a hat that his wiPe thinks is ridicplops• lookinF 
at a river that has been waitinF his whole liPe Por him to 
show pf.

H  H  H

xP yop have a thinF yop are bpildinF• here is what x want to 
leave yop with Prom Oart Bne.

uind the thpnderbolt. Orotect the name. 'old the vision 
when the eWferienced feofle tell yop it wonMt work. Spild 
the one moment worth bpildinF and earn it with every-
thinF that comes bePore. CharFe gve dollars and mean it. 
2how pf in the snow. Lear the hat. Nake the video.

uind yopr reason. Yot the Foal. qopr reason. The one that 
makes DpittinF Fenpinely pnavailable.

Vnd when the fanic arrives in a coRee shof in Narch with 
the clock rpnninF and the snow still on the Fropnd• fpt 
that coRee down.
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Vnd Fet back to work.

2ee yop on the water• Cleveland.

Vdmiral Uim
uloat Vbove the S2@

O.2. xP this story resonated with yop. xP yop Pelt somethinF 
in these faFes. xP yop want to be involved in some way. x 
want to hear Prom yop.

There are a lot oP ways to be fart oP this. qop copld become 
a uopndinF uloater at cleveland1oaters.com. qop copld 
helf me bpild the world• Por real• as a ferPormer• a volpn-
teer• a connector. qop copld book the boat Por yopr crew 
and make it yoprs Por a niFht. Br yop copld 4pst come have 
a beer with me on the dock some aPternoon and talk abopt 
Cleveland. 

Vny oP those works. admiral4im3cleveland1oaters.com or 
0@I-0,0-AB7B.


