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IN MEMORY OF FIRST SERGEANT EDWARD “HORSEHEAD” SMITH, WHO LIVED AND DIED A HERO TO ALL




Foreword to the UK Edition

Are we ready?

Good, because I’m gazing out at a beautiful South Carolina day; the cats and dogs are settled after a morning of running amok, and my missus, Jade (that’s what you say in the UK, right? Missus?) is working downstairs. So yeah. Everything’s cool. Life is good.

And I am ready to rock ‘n’ roll.

So let’s start with a confession. This book. The one you’re reading right now. It’s not exactly box fresh. As a matter of fact, it was first published in the US in 2009. But partly because of a little TV show you have called SAS: Who Dares Wins—a subject to which we’ll return—I’ve made a lot of friends in the UK, found myself a little surrogate family you might say, and so they asked me to publish it over here, which is where we find ourselves.

So no. Not a new book. But that’s good because it means I get to tell you about how I wrote it, went away and did my thing and didn’t pick it up for a while after that.

And how during that time I got lost.

See, back then I was a reluctant guy. I was a reluctant media personality because it felt like all the opportunities coming my way were given to me rather than earned. As it happens, I was wrong about that. In fact, I was creating value that others were wise enough to capitalize on. But I didn’t understand that at the time. When I looked in the mirror, I saw a guy who’d fought in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Ramadi, Fallujah, but who was suddenly involved in what you might call the entertainment industry. I’d starred in Generation Kill, an $80m HBO production, playing myself, after which came more TV and more film. Pretty soon I had money, praise, women. Everything that goes with being in the media.

But the life I came from was gnarly. And the sacrifices you have to make to professionally fight a war on behalf of your country are great. I was equipped for combat. But was I equipped for the homecoming? The memories?

I’d go to parties in New York and Los Angeles, full of actors and directors and supermodels and cocaine, where everyone pretends to be your friend; where, of course, I was the toast of the town because everybody wants at least one scout sniper killer friend. And in my head the war was still raging. I was still having to engage the enemy. I was destroying villages and picking up the bodies of my brothers from the battlefield. I was an American, a sergeant, a team leader, a kid from a boys’ home and now a TV star, and I wasn’t doing a very good job of carrying all of that, so I came off the rails, took a tumble down the mountain. It was drink, it was drugs, it was bad relationships. You name it.

I felt alone in my maelstrom of internal conflict and brittle pleasure, but in fact, I was a member of a growing tribe. I was part of a generation of frontline warriors who were still fighting the war inside. Guys like me who were lost to the memories of men they kidnapped. The homes they set on fire. The brothers they left behind and the ones they brought home in body bags. And the shameful memories of the joy of all that violence.

How could you not be affected by that? How could you not tumble down the freaking mountain?

So I thought, “Okay, Rudy, you don’t get along with civilians. You’re street fighting; you’ve got a drug habit. Let’s pick up the gun again because people still get you there. Maybe they don’t understand you in LA or New York. Maybe they don’t understand you on TV. But the enemy understands you. The dirt understands you. The gun understands you.”

I left that media world and went back to work, thinking that by picking up the gun I could be happy again, and I did a lot of fighting for triple-letter agencies in East Africa.

But that didn’t help. I still had a hole in the center of my very being and a head full of conflict. And the gun didn’t fix it. The drugs and drink didn’t fix it. And all the therapy and the counseling couldn’t fix it either.

And then, instead of picking up the gun again, I picked up the book. This one. And so began a rebirth that started with me letting the innocence back in, realizing that I had failed to abide by my own creed. And reading through my book, I found that the teachings that had got me through my childhood, created a kickboxing champion in my early twenties and led me to be a team leader of the year in recon, could get me through the next war in my life—the war of coming home. Reading this book, I came full circle.

To cut a long story short, I cleaned up. I stopped drinking and doing drugs and, thanks to a serendipitous meeting with an old friend, ended up creating Force Blue Team, where we take special forces operators—SEALs, Recon Marines, Pararescuemen—and use them to help scientists rebuild and restore coral reefs. That’s what we do. And I’m immensely proud of that. What we’re about is bringing purpose back to warriors. Warriors like me, still fighting the war in their heads. I’m even more proud of that.

And then, five years ago, I met Jade, my wife. My missus.

Next thing, about three years ago, my career got back on track. I’d been featured in the documentary Once Upon a Time in Iraq in the UK and the guys from a production company called Minnow Films had seen it. Minnow Films make a show on Channel 4 called SAS: Who Dares Wins, and they asked me if I was prepared to undergo psych testing with a view to getting on board.

At the time, I didn’t know the show. But I knew the freaking unit. As a young infantryman, I used to read Chris Ryan and Andy McNab novels, trying to dig out some kernel of wisdom to get me through the visceral selection contest—and here I am now, with the premier special operations unit reaching out to me. The one that created the framework and the ethos for all special ops units in the world. And they’re asking me to come on board. This was beautiful. This was a miracle.

I had no idea then that they wanted me as chief instructor; I just thought they needed another bad ass. But it turned out they wanted me to replace Ant Middleton. That kind of meant I had to hit it off with Billy Billingham and Jason Fox, the other two drill sergeants, or, you know, bad feeling and shit.

Luckily, I did. Man, did I hit it off with Billy and Foxy. I look at it this way: in my own family, I’m the oldest brother, but now, in my surrogate UK family, I have an older brother and his name is Billy Billingham. I idolize him. I mean, what other man do we know who has been a POW twice and escaped twice?

And I have a compare-and-contrast twin brother in Foxy. Where I am vivacious, happy and loving, Foxy is quiet and somber. Where I am smaller and strong, he is the colossus. Where I am graceful like a ballerina, he is a rhino of brute strength. He is a deeply loving man, but he has a hard armor, whereas my armor is no armor. My armor is heart forward. We’re two sides of the same coin that way.

The three of us together? Triple threat. We complete each other.

People ask if SAS: Who Dares Wins puts its celebrity contestants through a soft version of basic training.

Answer: yes and no. No, because in my first year in the Marines, twenty-three of my recon brothers died in training. Imagine a ship out at sea. The sea has 20-foot waves; the ship from the surface of the sea up is 30 feet off the deck. And we come on helicopters and throw out ropes and fast-rope onto the moving deck of the ship with guns and take down the bad guys.

So it’s not that. We don’t get the celebrities to do HALO missions or ship takedowns. But as for basic training? The answer is yes. Sure, we make minor recalibrations, usually of distance and weight, and they have psychologists on standby, so if they’re hurt they get medical attention, whereas in the Marines you keep going, injured or not.

But otherwise, there’s nothing pretend about it. The contestants’ training is dangerous and conducted in extreme weather conditions. It’s real because it has to be. The key to success in our work is that you don’t rise to the occasion under combat stress—you fall back to your last level of competent training. So the training has to be realistic, and if the training’s realistic, then the risk of injury or death has to be there because that’s what you’ll encounter in the battlefield. It takes them by surprise, the celebrities. Just how freaking difficult it is.

We have times when production think we’re going to lose everyone and lose the show. But we don’t—we don’t ever lose the show because here’s the thing: SAS: Who Dares Wins is a boiled-down version of real life. It’s working with other people, sometimes people you don’t like; it’s being in a tough situation and somehow, with courage, taking a step further into that difficulty; it’s failing and getting your ass chewed over that failure because the ass-chewing is coming from a place of love—because without that input how can you be coaxed into change?

As a DS, I’m an agent of that change. I’m passing on wisdom gained the hard way. I fought the battles of my youth and teenage years. I came through the combat of Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, the combat of Hollywood and of homecoming, and here I am on the other side, knowing it’s time to find the next Rudy Reyes and teach them, mentor them, give them guidance from my struggles. And I want to start here, with this book.

I wrote it firstly as a Hail Mary to remind myself of what I’ve overcome, and secondly because I believe that I can use those same lessons to empower people to overcome the difficulties in their own lives, whatever their field. I wrote to get myself back to the essentials, and I know it works because I’ve used it to do just that. And now I want to help other people do the same.

So let’s do that.

Let’s rock ’n’ roll.

*

Rudy Reyes, South Carolina, 2023




Introduction

You are a hero.

There are moments in my life these words have seemed about others and not me. Even though I have been called a hero for battlefield exploits of war, fights won in the ring, or even for leading by example in coaching, there have been times throughout my life I’ve been knocked down with doubts flooding in. Moments of pain, anger, fear, insecurity, guilt, despair, depression, paralysis . . . all those things that can lead a person to question his or her self and self-worth.

I was raised feral. Truly. I was uncultivated, uncared for, and unseen. I thought of myself as a wolf child. The upside is I wasn’t downloaded with many of the so-called normal systems and rules that can squash imagination, repress passion, and inhibit dreaming. The downside is I was raised in a war zone of poverty, fear, drugs, and abuse.

It’s from this humble vantage that I share my story with you and begin by stating the most painful truth of my childhood, a fact that played out over and over again the first sixteen years of my life: I was not wanted. I tell you this not for dramatic effect, but for relational effect. Reason being that, to some degree or another, we all yearn to belong somewhere, to someone. Even inside our own families and relationships we can feel incredibly unseen and lonely. That’s how I felt. I had no home, not a stable and safe one anyway. I had no stable family system to plug into. Little structure. Zero consistency. No religion. There were times when I had no food, no clothes, and no medical care. Abuse and neglect were my family’s rites and rituals. And love? Well, love was conditional and dangerously unreliable.

My mother was seventeen when I was born, still a child herself and the victim of an abusive home. She had gotten pregnant by a man she was dating, but they didn’t stay together even through the pregnancy, so I never met my biological father. Lacking options, my mother married my stepfather and namesake, Rudy Sr.

I was a scrawny little mutt. I had been born two months premature and was not expected to live. My legs were bowed and my feet were turned inward. At eight months I was fitted for metal leg braces and corrective shoes, which I wore until I was three.

My two younger brothers came along within just twenty-four months of each other, just a year and a half after me. When I was still very young, my mother would spend one-on-one time with me at the mall or the park while my brothers stayed with a family member, but all of that changed when her parents passed away. The burden of three young boys and the heaviness of her sad heart seemed simply too much and she gave in to defeat. She became an alcoholic and a drug addict. She had intermittent flashes of nurturance, but the abuse she had suffered wreaked such destruction that she ended up fragile, fragmented, and unavailable. The stress of poverty, the immaturity of youth, and the legacy of abuse had beat and subjugated my mother into survival mode—a kind of animal hypervigilance where she was in fight or flight most of the time. The darker her life became, the more she used and drank. And the more she used and drank, the more my brothers and I were shuffled from cousin to uncle to grandfather to stranger.

Nevertheless, at age five, the glint of possibility, the dream for more, graced its way into my life. Rudy Sr. took me to see Bruce Lee’s movie Enter the Dragon. Without many examples of courage and compassion up to that point in my life, something on the silver screen spoke to me. I heard my first loud quiet call into Hero Living. It wasn’t conscious. It was deeper than that. It was primal. It was what I needed to survive.

I watched Bruce Lee save the day and imagined, “If I could learn to be like him, maybe I could save the day too.”

[image: Courtesy of Reyes family]
With my little brothers.

This one moment captured my imagination with such hope, such commitment, and such joy I plugged myself into all things superhero. Hero Living became my religion. Comic books became my scripture. And a pantheon of heroic icons—from Bruce Lee to Spider-Man to Achilles to Rocky Balboa to the Samurai—became my family.

It’s not that life got better at this point. In fact, it got a lot worse. But I had a philosophy now. It was childlike and rudimentary. But it was my philosophy. It was my superpower. It was my grail.

Throughout my childhood, my two brothers and I were moved around and handed off innumerable times. We were like used, ratty clothes—boxed up and unpacked only to be boxed up and unpacked again. Every time we were handed off we spiraled into grosser poverty and more violent abuse. One of the most terrifying incidents was being beaten in and out of consciousness by my grandfather. I was four. My senses memorized this nightmare with such detail I can still smell the whiskey on his screams, I can see the ruthless monster in his eyes, and I can feel the relentless tyranny of his belt. With a hero’s vantage point, I now see a sad, desperate, broken man who had given up on his own hero somewhere inside. Who had made the most self-destructive, uncreative choice a human being can make: It’s too late for me; I am a lost cause.

My mother, divorced, poor, and alone at twenty, had handed me off to my grandfather. When she paid a visit and saw the shape I was in—a shuddering, bloodied, curled-up little boy—to her credit, she moved us in with my grandmother, who had divorced my grandfather years before. There, I was able to rest and thrive. My grandma didn’t have much. But she had love. And food. And a continuity of being that felt safe.

During the next three years I flourished. I devoured the hero stories in my comic books. I soaked up the values of TV’s Superman, Tarzan, and Spider-Man. My leg braces were off, so I practiced every kick I saw in a Bruce Lee movie. I was the strongest, fastest kid in school. I was reading, writing, painting, and drawing. I was creating action figures and monsters out of clay, using my mom’s pot seeds for eyes. I was free to play. I was free to be a little boy.

This lasted until I was seven and then another spiral into a new kind of hell. My grandmother died and, a few months later, so did my grandfather. My mom never recovered from the loss. Never has, in fact. Drugs became her family, and her most intimate relationship. And as she came and went, homes came and went for my little brothers and me. We were back in the war zone.

In retrospect I think my mom died along with her mother and father. What life force she had seemed suddenly snuffed out. I believe she made the same self-destructive, uncreative choice her father had made: It’s too late for me; I am a lost cause.

In Victor Frankl’s book, Man’s Search for Meaning, he recounts his three torturous years as a prisoner in Auschwitz during the Holocaust. Amidst horrific inhumanity he somehow came to this insight: “Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: The last of human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”

This truth is the essence of Hero Living: the freedom to choose one’s attitude, to choose one’s own way. Why my mom chose an attitude that would swallow her up and deaden her life force, I don’t know. Why I chose an attitude that would buoy me up and enliven my life force, I don’t know. It’s the mystery of mysteries. But what I know for certain is the choice to move into Hero Living is present ever and always. In every instance of unfairness, in every moment of victimization, it’s there. Now. And now. And now . . . Extending its wise old hand. Beckoning every one of us into more life.

I experienced my first taste of this transformative truth when I was eight. My mom had emotionally combusted. That afternoon she had scraped together enough courage to ask her man, the man of our house, for some money to buy clothes for my brothers and me. In turn he knocked her around with his iron fists and words, saying he didn’t want us. This man from whom I desperately wanted love and acceptance declared my mommy was nothing and her three kids were meaningless.

I had been playing Shogun Warriors with my little brothers, imaginations running full gear with vacuum cleaner parts as our weapons. Mommy and her man fought often enough, but this time she emerged from the kitchen with eyes shot full of tears and dazed like a kicked puppy. Dazed and broken, she was intoning, “Mijos, boys, we must leave . . . we have no home . . . we must leave.” She was sobbing, “We have no home . . . we HAVE TO GO . . . we have to go.” And so we went. With vacuum cleaner parts in hand, her three little mijos filed out the front door and piled into the silvery green old beater Buick.

But we didn’t go. She was behind the wheel, my little brothers were in the backseat shell-shocked, and I sat up front watching the numbers “1818,” the address high on the dark brown wood panel of our home, loop in and out of view again and again. My mother was driving around our cul-de-sac in circles. She was frozen at the wheel of her life. Literally. It was terrifying. What little grounding my brothers and I had in this person called a mother, we watched her unravel circle by agonizing circle. She kept droning, “I have nothing . . . we have nowhere to go . . . I have nothing,” as she kept turning left and left again. My mother was trapped in a downward spiral.
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With my little “Shogun Warrior” brothers.
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With my little brothers.

I consider this moment my first tiny hero mission. My little Shogun Warriors were clasped together on the backseat scared and crying, while my mom sat on the paisley green velveteen upholstery of the front seat going nowhere. I thought, “I have to help. We’re going to need food and blankets and pajamas, and Mommy’s hurt. Mommy just needs some help.”

In that moment I stood up. I anchored my butt against the cracked vinyl dashboard, looked at my mom, and put my little hand on hers. “Mommy, we can go to cousin’s house. We can go!” But she kept driving past 1818 for the nth time.

“Mommy, listen to me! We have to go to the street. We can go to cousin’s house.”

For the first time since the cruelty of her man’s iron hand and hate had broken her, she looked me in the eye. Like a little girl she breathed, “Okay, little Rudy. We go to cousin’s house. Cousin will take us.” And although I was too young to drive, I directed my mom out of the cul-de-sac, down the street, onto the freeway, and ultimately into the driveway of a cousin’s home.

Movement. Without it, nothing is possible but impossibility. Without it, my family, my little brothers, were becoming victims of nowhere, victims of 1818 over and over again.

In Eastern philosophy this is called samsara—the loop of suffering. We’ve all lived portions of our lives in this dead-end cul-de-sac. Looping through the same old stories and betrayals day after month after year. Circle long enough and life shuts down. Circle long enough and we become victims of nowhere. Trapped and caged.

By the time I reached eleven, survival mode was all I knew—poverty, drugs, beatings, and the daily fight for life. My teeth were rotting, leading to unbearable headaches, and the smell of the rot was like garbage. My hair hadn’t been cut for over a year. I had lice. But still . . . Still I had my Hero Living. My philosophy. My superpower. My grail. My lifeline.

Yet even that would be threatened. I was too young at the time to know that a direct attack on one’s essence is an archetypal event in the hero journey. It happens in some shape-shifting form to all of us—the existential event that shakes us to our core.

For me it was the day a family friend sexually molested me. Of any other trauma before or since, this detonated a cold-blooded rage in me. I felt blown into a million worthless pieces. I could feel my identity slipping away dream by dream, and I descended into a vortex of revenge. I was certain everyone in my life—family, teacher, neighbor, or stranger—was plotting to kill me. Just like my mom in our cul-de-sac three years before, terrified and frozen at the wheel of her life, I circled my circumstances like a caged rabid animal. I was trapped in samsara. I would either fight for my life or I would conclude what my mother and grandfather had modeled: It’s too late for me; I am a lost cause.

Here I was, just eleven years old, and I was trapped in my own samsara of stagnancy and paralysis.

The fact that I’m sitting in front of a computer writing this book is a miracle. Something inside me fought for my life. It refused a future of violence, addiction, and crime. Although knocked down so many times, it refused to give up. It wanted more life than that.

What I’ve come to realize is these are the telltale markers along the hero’s path, along everyone’s path. Often it’s from the depths and darkness of experience that I’ve found and cultivated my richest assets, my sharpest tools and implements. As I’ve learned to read the signs and hone my skills, I understand more and more there are no limits to possibilities. I understand this as much from the role models in my life as from my own experience. My heroes are real-life people I have known or look up to, as well as the icons of bigger-than-life stories that reside in books and movies and my imagination.

It’s those mythological heroes that belong to everyone, because they are the archetypal stories of everyone’s potential—yours and mine. Being a hero doesn’t mean being all things to all people, nor being excellent or perfect at everything. Even Superman has his kryptonite. If you think about the classic heroes of stories and myth, they’re not perfect. That, in fact, is what makes them heroic. They see their way through their problems, overcoming their own weaknesses and foibles to stand up for themselves, others, or what’s right.

So in this sense I am a hero. I am not perfect; I struggle and stumble, yesterday, today, and tomorrow. I am a hero because I am hero living, simply walking with awareness in deep footsteps of those heroes traveling before me on the path. And believe me, if I can do it, anyone can.

Throughout this book, I will share with you how I kept moving. I’ll share with you how I worked through the molestation, how I survived an all-boys’ school, how I emancipated myself and raised my brothers, how I sought out living heroes, how I became a kung fu world champion, how I trained and served as a Reconnaissance Marine, and how, to this day, I continue to move and breathe and grow through Hero Living. I will share my lessons, my blunders, my accomplishments, my fears, and my epiphanies. My journey, you will see, is your journey, because what we have in common is the hero’s journey.

For that reason I want to turn the attention to you. I want to be sure you’re not diminishing or dishonoring your story by comparing it to mine. You can’t quantify trauma. You can’t measure struggle. Hurt hurts. Period. So be kind to yourself. Respect your story by starting where you are. Get involved in your life and consider what you want. Consideration is movement. It is the first tool of Hero Living.

This isn’t always easy, I know. I’ve been there, and still find myself there at times. There have been periods in my life when the call to myself sounded so muffled, so confusing, even dangerous, it was like wandering through a minefield at night. But as I moved with consideration, with choice, with breath, and with the dream for more, as I worked with my mind, my body, and my emotions, I began to experience the pure, creative, transformative power of Hero Living.

So I share my story with you not as sage or guru, but as fellow sojourner—as your hero brother. Together we have a pantheon of heroes to reference, from fictional to actual, and infamous to unsung. We have the here. We have the now. We have our breath. And we have our choice.

*

So listen up, my fellow traveler. Listen to the loud quiet call of Hero Living. There’s an important truth to remember here. Perhaps you know it already, right here, right now. Or perhaps it has slipped your grasp, or fades in and out like a weak broadcast signal. But the truth is, the very simple truth is, you are a hero.

You are a hero.

You might not feel that way in this moment. Your definition of the word might not include you. Your current challenges or actions might disagree. In fact, you might even feel a bit put off by the idea, concluding this is just another self-help book for selling feel-good clichés.

But before you dismiss the idea entirely, before you discount the word so often attributed to mythological icons, legendary champions, and acts of hair-raising courage, consider this: These grandiose figures and feats are ultimately just symbols for a magical journey each and every one of us is on, whether we are conscious of it or not.

And so I repeat: You are a hero.

How do I know this with such certainty? You are here. You. Are. Here. That’s no insignificant happenstance. Whether you’re a creationist, an evolutionist, or undecided, the beat of your heart, the flex and flow of your lungs, the electrical currents of your brain, and the desires of your spirit all conspire on your behalf to gift you moment after mind-blowing moment. You are here. Now. And now. And now . . .

In this moment, this mysterious, fleeting, quantum moment in which a universe of possibility awaits your direction, I invite you to tune in to the loud quiet call within—to breathe more, to consider more, and to dream more. I don’t mean more in terms of distance covered. I mean more in terms of your own life force discovered. I mean small, gentle, intentional movements that add up to a hero’s revolution.

The question is, will you answer the call and stride into your own hero journey, or will you squelch the call with fear, doubt, anger, depression, difficult circumstances, or any number of other obstacles? I want to be clear. It’s not that obstacles are bad. Obstacles are essential to Hero Living, with the capacity to slingshot us into new possibilities, but only if we’re willing to work with them in that way. I’ve found in my own journey that I regularly ask, “Am I using obstacles to trap and cage me or to compel me into growth?” They can be barriers or opportunities. It’s a matter of perception, and the choice is mine every moment of every day.

If you feel cynical, so be it. Embrace it and move. If you’re pissed off, that’s a powerful energy. Express it in constructive ways and get moving. If you’re afraid, tap the fear and move. If the most you can do is half-assed, perfect. Move halfway. The point is to be compassionate with yourself. Don’t give up. Believe in the possibility of yourself. Easy to say, I know. But by all accounts one of the most important skills the hero learns and practices.

In short, start with yourself not as you wish yourself to be, but just as you are. No judgments. No apologies. Move and breathe and practice and dream. That is enough because you are enough—because you are right here, right now.

You might be wondering, “If I accept the call into Hero Living and the journey into more life, where am I headed?” The truth is, I can’t tell you the destination. I can’t do it for my journey, and I can’t do it for yours. That is counter to the rhythm of Hero Living, which by nature is dynamic, organic, and iterative.

What I can do is offer a working guide made up of three parts—a compass that helps you navigate the landscape of Hero Living, a mirror that facilitates contemplation and reflection, and a lantern that illuminates the shadowy path into brilliant discoveries. That is the intention of this book, informed by years of traversing emotional, mental, and physical terrain. Some of it so terrifying I wasn’t sure I’d survive. And some of it so transforming I found my power, my joy, my creativity, my safety, and my prayer, all of which I will share and embellish throughout this book.

From my perspective this book is your book because it’s about Hero Living, and I can’t own that mysterious journey any more than I can own your journey. So to the extent you identify with and plug in to what is offered, that is the extent this book becomes your own autobiography.

For that reason I have organized my philosophy, our philosophy, of Hero Living into seven distinct strides, one per chapter. Why strides instead of steps or stages? Because the word, whether used as noun or verb, connotes movement, each stride intimately entwined with the others, just like inhaling and exhaling.

Think about it: At what point does inhaling begin and exhaling end? Take a moment and pay attention to your breath. Can you identify the exact moment when inhaling begins and exhaling ends? Try it and you’ll see there is no point of separation. Not unless you hold your breath. The two are in mutual, cyclical agreement to keep you alive. And moving. Breath has no hierarchy. No regret about past breaths. No fear of future breaths. No breaths are embarrassing. None are more impressive than the others. They all matter because each and every one connects to the next. Stop breathing and life begins to shut down.

It’s exactly the same with Hero Living and the seven strides in this book. No stride is more important than another. But dynamic movement within each stride and, likewise, cyclical movement between strides are not only typical of the hero’s journey, but essential. Stop moving and life begins to shut down.

So welcome to the Seven Strides of Hero Living outlined below and fleshed out in hero-living color chapter by chapter.

As you review each of the strides outlined below, feel free to leap forward into any stride you resonate with. There’s an accompanying page number just for that purpose. Hero Living isn’t tidy and sequential. It’s a jazz piece, a cool improvisation you get to play, practice, and play the rest of your life. If you decide to leap forward into a specific stride, do so with enthusiasm. If you decide to stay put and move in sequence, likewise, do so with enthusiasm. Either way, get interested and show up for yourself. After all, you are the masterwork. You are capable of more range, more rhythm, more voice, more harmony, more groove, and more fun. As the great jazz musician Louis Armstrong put it, “What we play is life.”

THE SEVEN STRIDES OF HERO LIVING

Stride 1—Stagnancy & Paralysis (page 20)


The feeling: “I feel trapped. I feel stuck. I don’t want to stay here, but I don’t know how to make things better. I don’t even know if it’s possible.”

The gist: Sometimes circumstances have thrown you such repeated, ongoing blows, you need to catch your breath and take a rest. Feeling stuck is normal. But you don’t want to stay trapped in this stride too long because nothing is possible here but impossibility. When you’re ready, turn your stay into a visit and gently begin to move. How? By simply considering that the painful things that have happened to you in life are not, in fact, you. You are not flawed, you are not hopeless, you are not a lost cause, and you are not trapped.



Stride 2—Moment of Movement (page 42)


The feeling: “Somewhere inside I feel the glint of more possibility. I hear the loud quiet call into Hero Living. I see there might be a way out of my pain.”

The gist: Breath is the ultimate metaphor for more life. Stop breathing and you die. Keep breathing and you move toward new possibilities. Breathing truth into your journey is in and of itself a heroic act. Look honestly at the facts of your life. Dig deep. Give voice to your emotions. Connect to your body. Dream new dreams. Get visceral, get real, and get it all out on the table. Start with yourself just as you are and the hero inside will sit up and take the lead. You don’t have to move much in order to move far.



Stride 3—Fighting & Surviving (page 83)


The feeling: “I’m tired of being beaten down. I’m mad. I’m hurt. And I’m afraid. But I’m going to show up for myself even if no one else will. I’m going to fight for myself.”

The gist: There are two ways to view the painful obstacles that plot and plan to foil your hero journey: as your enemies, or as your guides. It’s human, healthy, and archetypal in this stride to draw your battle lines and to take on your enemies with angry counterattacks and menacing aggression. To which I say, fight. Fear and doubt be damned. Show up for yourself, get pissed off, grapple, scream, work with your resistance, get guttural about what you want, win a few, lose a few, and fight for your right to more life.



Stride 4—Tools & Skills (page 118)


The feeling: “Instead of fighting and resisting my obstacles, perhaps I should treat them as new sources of information for me. Maybe there’s a way to use my mind, body, and emotional life to create new possibilities.”

The gist: You will fight and fight until one day you consider a new possibility: Obstacles are just guides in disguise. They are muses for teaching you skills and opportunities for revealing newfound tools. When obstacles are allowed to instruct, they gift you with vision, hope, courage, accountability, sense of humor, and compassion. Then comes the epiphany emblematic of this stride: There are no enemies outside. They are just illusory battle lines drawn on the inside. Combat dissolves and you come home, only to see that you were free all along.



Stride 5—Practicing & Honing (page 150)


The feeling: “I am ready to seek out challenges and missions that test my skills, refine my training, and integrate my life force. I am now driven by movement, not by a destination.”

The gist: As your hero journey is gifted with more and more tools, you practice. And hone. And sharpen. In this stride you apply your proficiencies across the many facets of your life—career, relationship, fitness, family, money, and so forth. Mind, body, and emotions begin to integrate. Your life force tunes and tones into wholeness. Yet you have not arrived, nor will you ever. You will practice your skills and tools the rest of your life, acquiring new ones along the way and discarding those that no longer suit your journey.



Stride 6—Pure Unedited, Uninhibited Potential (page 179)


The feeling: “My life is literally coming to life because I know who I am. I am free, I am pure possibility, and I am here for something bigger than myself.”

The gist: Whatever your notion of a higher power, an awestruck reverence now moves through you. Your life has become about pure potential and the limitless possibility that is available. The doing, coercive energy of the “me” is transformed by the being, openhearted energy of the “we.” You are playing in the slipstream of your authenticity. And you regularly intone the most powerful prayer of all: “Thank you.” In this stride you are ready to consider the sacred summons: “How will you share? How will you bring Hero Living back to the village?”



Stride 7—Reciprocity of Sharing (page 219)


The feeling: “Now that I’ve become my own truth, it mustn’t be kept in the temple. I must share Hero Living in my unique way, because in sharing the light with others, we are all transformed.”

The gist: The sacred summons to share takes form gently and intuitively. The sensation often feels like you’re being plugged into something bigger than yourself—a purpose, a meaning, a calling. You have become a conduit for the message of Hero Living, and no other hero can share it quite like you. There is a poignant moment in this stride when you take stock and are humbled by the arc of your journey because, in the beginning, you could have never dreamed, let alone orchestrated, such possibility. It’s at this moment the phrase “more life” is understood, not just as an experience for yourself, but as an offering to others.



As you can see, we all move dynamically through these strides, sliding back and forth depending upon where we are in life and what challenges we are working with. Later on in the book I will invite you to consider and contemplate the many facets of your life and how each facet relates to each stride. We will do that work together in the last chapter. Until then, as you read and consider each stride in the chapters to come, I invite you to tune in to what’s going on with you right now, this moment. Nothing’s more powerful than tuning in and working with our emotions and circumstances just as they are. Perhaps you feel good about your life on the whole, but there are a couple of areas you’d like to improve. Or perhaps you’re in the fight of your life and the obstacles are overwhelming. Maybe there are past pains and traumas that keep you trapped. Or maybe new opportunities are presenting themselves, but you’re not sure how to fully realize them. As I said before, the Seven Strides of Hero Living are yours. Use them as compass, mirror, and lantern. Use them to breathe, to
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