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			To all those who have the courage to look fear in the eye and take the next step

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			IN THE POOL

			The brave man is not the one who has no fear, he is the one who triumphs over his fear.

			—NELSON MANDELA

			MY FRIEND KAMAL is a world traveler; he has meditated with Tibetan monks in the Dalai Lama’s monastery, trekked the Himalayas, and hiked the Camino de Santiago in Spain. He served in the U.S. Army and studied to be an ER doctor. He has launched tech companies, runs his own venture capital firm, and is a bestselling author. In person, he makes quite the striking impression: flowing mane of silver hair, quiet voice behind steely gaze, the super-calm demeanor of a Buddhist master. Here is a guy with all the ingredients for success on a mega scale. But I recently learned a secret about Kamal.

			He couldn’t swim.

			At first I had a hard time believing it. I thought he had to be exaggerating. To me, swimming comes as naturally as breathing. I grew up on and in the water. My family lived for years on a sailboat. I spent more than a decade in the navy, trained and deployed as a U.S. Navy SEAL. The idea of not knowing how to swim was beyond my comprehension. But here was my friend, this amazing, talented guy who had accomplished so much in his life . . . and he couldn’t swim.

			I gave him kind of a hard time about it. I pointed out that the human body is more than 60 percent water; did he realize he was already floating around inside his own skin? I wondered aloud if, when his parents conceived him, the egg cell had to swim down to meet the sperm cells, instead of the other way around.

			“Dude,” I said. “How can you possibly not know how to swim?”

			The answer was simple.

			Fear.

			Kamal had been terrified of water his whole life, he told me. A few times, when he was living in the Dominican Republic, he went kitesurfing. He always wore a life jacket, but that didn’t make any difference. He was still terrified. What would happen if he fell and hit the water? He told me stories about being out at his buddy Tim Ferriss’s house in the Hamptons. Tim has a big, beautiful pool in his backyard where people hang out and go swimming and have a fantastic time, and Kamal felt awful that he could never join in.

			Kamal, I realized, hated the fact that he couldn’t swim. And it wasn’t as if he’d never tried to learn. He’d taken courses, studied in online workshops. For a while he lived in a building in San Francisco with the only heated outdoor Olympic pool in the city, and he brought in a private instructor. That hadn’t worked, either. No matter what the various teachers tried, he couldn’t handle the feeling of his feet not touching the bottom, and he would quickly reach the point of panic. Now he was thinking about doing one of those immersion courses in Florida. Or so he said. But I noticed he kept putting it off.

			I stopped giving him a hard time about it.

			Instead, I decided to do something about it.

			I had a week coming up at home in New York. “Look,” I said. “You give me a commitment for a week, and I’ll teach you myself. But you have to commit to meet me, every day at the same time, rain or shine. Give me a week, and I’ll have you swimming.”

			“Okay,” he said.

			On the appointed morning, I went into the New York Athletic Club, right off Central Park South, headed upstairs to the pool, found a free lane, and slipped into the water. I got there a little early so I could take some laps while I waited for Kamal. As I shot silently up the lane, my thoughts slipstreamed back two decades.

			

			—

			IT’S NIGHTTIME OVER the Persian Gulf, summer of 1995. The four of us—pilot, copilot, another crewman, and me—have been out in our H-60 Seahawk helicopter doing sonar ops. It’s been a long night, and we need to refuel on a nearby destroyer before heading back to the aircraft carrier we’re calling home.

			The pilot slows us down to a crawl as we approach the vessel below. Landing on a destroyer’s deck is always dicey, more so on this moonless night. Someone needs to spot the deck as we hover in place high above the ship and talk the pilot down. Tonight the spotter, the guy strapped into the gunner’s seat down in the belly of the bird, is me.

			I crack open the door and look down, scanning for telltale lights. There aren’t any. That’s weird. I glance upward—and now I see lights. What? For the span of a single breath, I experience total disorientation. Why are there lights up here at eye level when the destroyer is way down below us? Then the disorientation evaporates as I look down again and see water, right there at my feet. Persian Gulf water—churning, grinning, reaching up for me, curling around my ankles.

			Oh, shit.

			We’re not hovering high above the ship after all. Our goddamn pilot has put us right down in the drink. Seawater is pouring into the cabin, caressing my legs, climbing the interior walls, searching for the engine. Hey, baby. I’m here. Come to Papa. This is not good. If the engine chokes and dies, we flip upside down, sink straight to the bottom of the Gulf, and don’t come up again. Ever.

			“Altitude!” I shout into my comms. “Altitude!”

			And here’s where it really starts to get fun. Because our pilot, the guy in charge of this operation, the guy who’s supposed to be our leader, is now seized by full-on panic—and he freezes. “What’s happening?” he screams as he takes exactly zero corrective action. “Oh God oh God oh God . . . !” This is not what you want to hear from your helicopter commander in a moment like this. Fear has paralyzed him, taken him, swallowed him whole.

			And because of that, all four of us are going to die, right here, right now.

			

			—

			I FINISHED MY laps and pulled myself back up onto the pool’s edge to wait for my friend.

			I knew what it was that had Kamal in its grip. And I knew why all those other teachers who’d tried to help him had failed. They thought they were supposed to teach him how to swim. They were wrong. This wasn’t about learning how to swim.

			It was about learning how to harness fear.

			During SEAL training there’s a pool competency phase where the instructors do everything they can to freak you out. They send you down with an oxygen tank and then tie your air hose in knots so it doesn’t work, anything to throw you into a panic, and then see if you can find your way out. You sit there, waiting for your turn with your back to the pool, and listen to the classmate ahead of you in the water, thrashing and drowning. It never got to me, but it sure terrified the living crap out of quite a few classmates. And I could understand why. I might not be afraid of the water normally, but I just about shit my pants that night over the Gulf.

			We didn’t die, though, for one reason: our copilot, Kennedy, knew how to harness fear. He ignored our useless gibbering pilot and commandeered the controls himself, pulling us up out of the water and planting us safely on the destroyer’s deck. To this day I don’t know how he did it. It should have been impossible. (The maintenance chief thought we were making the whole thing up until his crew undid the tail section and ten gallons of seawater poured out.) But fear like that will let you do impossible things—if you know how to channel it.

			Kennedy knew how to channel it, and it’s a good thing he did. If he hadn’t, you wouldn’t be reading these pages, because I wouldn’t be here.

			As I said, I grew up on the water. Love it, spent my childhood in it, and a good chunk of my adulthood, too. But there’s a reason people use water when they want to drive you to the edge of sanity and break your spirit. If I say, “I’m going to drape a cloth over your mouth and soak it with water,” that doesn’t sound too bad, does it? Oh, but it is. It can push strong-willed men right over the edge. In my military training I got familiar with the process of waterboarding: in essence, you are slowly, methodically being drowned to death, engulfed by water. There is something primal about the terror this touches.

			When I was a kid, I saw a girl drown because of someone’s carelessness. I was there when they brought her body up and laid her out on the deck, statue-still, never to take another breath. It was the first time I’d seen death, up close, ugly, and personal. I’ll never forget it.

			I’ve seen death take others, too, many times since then, including some close friends. Including my best friend. And I’ve seen other deaths as well—my first business going up in smoke and taking my life savings with it, the dissolution of my marriage, projects that didn’t work out, friendships lost, the death of ego and dreams.

			Yes, I understood why my friend was afraid.

			A few minutes later, Kamal showed up. Right on time. We sat at the pool’s edge, our legs in the water. I pushed off and slipped down under. He followed, lowering himself in slow and tense, hands gripping the lip of the wall. He’d never been in a ten-foot depth before. “I’m in,” he murmured, but his body language was screaming, and there’s no way in hell I’m letting go of this wall!

			We got to work.

			That first day I kept things light. Nice and easy, almost too easy.

			The second day we repeated everything we did the first day and went a little further.

			The third day he did ten laps on his back.

			“You’re swimming, man,” I told him. He was startled to realize that it was true.

			On day four, instead of sitting down poolside and carefully slipping into the water, he went running to the edge, launched himself in the air, and landed in the pool in a humongous cannonball. Huge splash, water everywhere—and then Kamal’s face bobbing up in the middle of it, grinning like a kid.

			He had never done a cannonball before in his life.

			And that’s how every lesson started for the rest of the week: Kamal running to the edge, jumping off, and doing a giant cannonball into the pool, then surfacing with that Cheshire Cat grin. A big, grown-up, silver-haired kid. I’d never seen anyone so happy in my life.

			On that third day, the day he did ten laps on his back and I told him, “You’re swimming, man,” and he realized that it was true, we had an interesting conversation at the end of the lesson.

			“You know, other people have tried to teach me,” he said, “but it never took. They would get me in the water, demonstrate a stroke, and then get impatient when I couldn’t do it. They would get frustrated and say, ‘It’s so easy, man, just try it.’ But I couldn’t ‘just try it.’ I was too terrified.” He looked out across the pool.

			“Until now,” I said.

			Still looking at the water, he nodded. “Yeah. Until now.” Then he looked back at me and said, “You need to write a book about this.”

			So here it is.

			In the following pages, I’m going to show you exactly what I did with Kamal, why it worked, and how you can do it, too.

			I’m going to show you how you can do what our copilot Kennedy did that night over the Gulf, and pull yourself through even the most terrifying circumstances.

			I’m going to help you master your fear.

			In other words: to master your life.

		

	
		
			ROADMAP

			THE BATTLE IS IN YOUR MIND

			Fear is one of the best friends a champion has.

			—JOSÉ TORRES,

			world light heavyweight champion

			THE THREE OF us are picking through the desert hardscrabble, collecting the packs another platoon stashed here earlier, when we hear a sound. We turn and look up the ravine toward the dirt road where we parked our truck a few minutes ago. A crowd of maybe fifty Afghan guys is standing up there, seven or eight yards away, looking down at us. A crowd of Afghan guys with guns. A crowd of Afghan guys with guns, who don’t look happy.

			It’s early 2002, just a few months after 9/11, and we are in northeastern Afghanistan on a search-and-seizure operation, looking for bad guys. We wonder if maybe we just found some.

			We wonder if maybe some just found us.

			Now they’re moving closer.

			Now they’ve surrounded us. A few have hung back by our truck, and there’s nothing in the sweet wide world stopping them from climbing in and driving it away, leaving us stranded with their armed and very pissed-off friends.

			I feel something shifting inside. Certain blood vessels constrict, others dilate. My palms suddenly feel cool, yet moist with sweat. Tiny hairs on the backs of my arms and neck stand at attention. My mouth is dry, my hearing suddenly more acute. I can practically feel the release and surge of epinephrine as my adrenals fire off their liquid torpedoes. Fire one! One’s away, sir! Fire two! My face doesn’t show it, but in my mind, I smile. I know what this is.

			This is fear. And I’m about to use it.

			There’s no time to assess or strategize. This is going down, right now. The handful by the truck have the high ground—always a tactical advantage in any armed conflict—and the rest have us immobilized here in the ravine. There are three of us, four or five dozen of them. They outnumber and outgun us in every possible way. Physically, logistically speaking, there is no way for us to prevail here. We’ll have to do it through sheer balls and bravado.

			We shout at them, yell aggressive words we know they don’t understand. They scream back words we don’t know, either.

			They push closer. Now they’re physically shoving us.

			Our nerve ends are blazing electrochemical fireworks, adrenals and pituitaries lighting up our brain stems and spinal nerves with the buzz of a million years of struggle and survival. The air around us crackles. We shout louder.

			They don’t flinch.

			We get right up in their faces, as if we were the ones with the upper hand here. We brandish our weapons. If this were a cowboy movie we would fire shots into the ground at their feet, too, only this isn’t a movie and we aren’t John Wayne and we are not fucking around here and they know it. If we shoot, it won’t be into the ground.

			They stop coming closer. They start backing off.

			We hightail our balls and bravado up the ravine and into the truck and back to our camp, our heartbeats gradually slowing back to normal as we bump along the dirt road. Were we afraid? You bet your ass we were.

			That was what saved us.

			

			—

			YOU’VE DONE THIS. I know you have. You wouldn’t be here, reading this, if you hadn’t.

			No, you probably have not faced down a group of heavily armed hostile fighters on foreign soil. But at some point in your life you’ve faced down threatening people or situations, in ways big or small. Everyone has. It’s part of the human condition.

			There have been moments when your fear caused you to mobilize, to tap some inner strength or ability and go beyond where you thought you could go. And no doubt, there have also been times when fear made you back down and back out. Like I said: the human condition.

			Before you read on, I want you to think about this for a moment, to reflect back on the events of your life and find examples of both.

			Times when fear spurred you on to triumph.

			Times when fear dragged you down into defeat.

			Have you got those in mind? Good. Then here’s the crucial point: all of those battles, the triumphs, the defeats, took place in your mind.

			You may have noticed something about the Afghanistan scenario I described above. We never actually used our guns. Nor threw any punches. We were Navy SEALs, as well trained in the art and science of shooting weapons and using physical force to fight as anyone on the planet. But none of that helped in this situation; there were no tools or technologies, no show of force or fighting skills involved. We did not have the higher ground. We did not have superior numbers. We were not on home turf. We had zero advantage.

			The only weapon used here was a mastery of fear.

			This book is not about facing down hostile gangs of men with guns in war zones. It’s about the battleground in your mind. It’s about your relationship with fear, and the dozens of situations—the thousands of situations—that you will face, and the fact that in those situations, fear can smother you, or it can liberate you.

			It depends on what is happening between your ears.

			Mastering fear is not about becoming physically stronger, or tougher, or more macho, or more aggressive, or more stoic, or more pumped up. It is about learning how to identify and change the conversation in your head.

			KEEP THE SHARKS OUT OF YOUR HEAD

			Let me ask you a question: What are you afraid of? I don’t mean “concerned” or “a little nervous.” I mean genuinely terrified. Are you afraid of flying or of heights? Of the dark? Close places? Drowning?

			What about public speaking? That’s a big one; people often rate it as worse than their fear of death, which is saying quite a mouthful.

			Are you afraid that the right one will never come along, and you’ll die lonely and alone? Or maybe you’re afraid of commitment. I see that one all the time, and not only in relationships but in business and careers, too: people who are afraid to go all in, to push all their chips to the center of the table. Because what if you lose? What if the business doesn’t work out, or the relationship goes sour, but once you’re in, you’re in, and you don’t know how to get out?

			I’ve known people who are intimidated by using the telephone, or a spreadsheet, or by the prospect of filling out a one-page form. Or swimming. A lot of people have fears that others might find ridiculous. It’s not ridiculous, though, when it’s you.

			Are you afraid of failure, and the humiliation you’re afraid will come with it? Or of success, and the crushing burden of responsibility you’re afraid will come with that? Everyone’s afraid of something.

			For me, it was sharks.

			

			—

			“HEY, BRANDON, WAKE up, dude. Get your shit on. Anchor’s stuck.”

			It’s the middle of the night. I am already forgetting what dream it is I’m being so rudely shaken out of, but I know it was a lot more pleasant than whatever reality I am about to face. I am thirteen years old, a freshly certified scuba diver, working my first real job as an assistant on a dive boat off the coast of Southern California. Right now we are anchored off the backside of San Miguel Island, the northernmost of the Channel Islands, where the weather gets so rough it sometimes limits even commercial fishing boat traffic. Our fearless leader, Captain Mike, figures that if the weather gets rowdy, the boat starts rocking, and our paying passengers get too uncomfortable, we can always pull up and move to calmer waters.

			Apparently, the weather’s gotten rowdy. Time to move.

			It’s Captain Mike who’s shaking me awake from that dead REM sleep. I open my eyes, but my brain is still asleep.

			“Hey,” he says again. “We need to move. The anchor’s stuck.”

			Sometimes, when you go to pull up anchor, the damn thing gets caught up on something down on the ocean floor, a big ledge or chunk of reef. You can work your way out by patiently maneuvering the boat, but that can take an hour. It’s much quicker and easier to send a diver down to find the problem and untangle it.

			It takes me a moment, but I finally make the connection. He’s saying that someone needs to go get our anchor unstuck—and that someone is me.

			It’s not only the weather that’s different around San Miguel. The environment is different, too. It reminds me of this television show, Land of the Lost, about a family that goes back in time. You dive down thirty feet and it’s like you’re in a prehistoric aquarium. I’ve seen big abalones, lobsters, monster lingcod and rock cod, the kinds of fish you’d have to go down to three times this depth to find around the southern islands. On San Miguel’s backside, where we now are, there’s a massive sea lion habitat called Tyler Bight.

			And one thing I know about sea lions: they attract great white sharks.

			I have this thing about sharks. It’s not just that they’re dangerous. It’s that the guys on the boat have been talking about them, telling me all sorts of stories about them. This area is a known breeding ground for sharks. Captain Mike, that crazy son of a bitch, has even raised a bunch of money to finance a shark hunt. Put together a few hundred pounds of fish blood and guts for bait and sat out there on the edge of the deck, trying to bait a great white so he could spear the goddamn thing. Like Moby-Dick is out there and he’s Captain Ahab. By this point the whole thing has stoked my fear of sharks to a hot flame.

			And now he wants me to go over the side? In the middle of the night? No fucking way! There’s no force on earth gonna make me go down there! 

			That’s what I’m thinking. What I say is “Okay.” I could say no, but I don’t want to lose my job, and I also really don’t want to be “that kid who chickened out.”

			I scoop hot water from the hot tub into my wet suit to warm it up, then slide into it and head to the front. Most passengers go in off the back of the boat, but for the crew, the guys just swing open the bow gate and we jump off from there.

			The guys open the hatch. I dive.

			I plunge down pretty fast, clearing my ears, shining my dive light, doing my best to peer through the churned-up muck. I haven’t done much night diving yet, but I already know visibility is not very good at night. With the sea swell from the weather churning up the floor, it’s even worse than usual. If I encounter anything big down here, I probably won’t see it until I’m right on top of it.

			I try not to think about it.

			At the edges of my peripheral vision, sea lions zip past. That’s good, I tell myself. If there are sea lions here, that probably means there are no sharks around. Or maybe that just means me and my sea lion friends are all about to be so much chum in the water.

			I try hard not to think about it.

			I’ve
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