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Praise for Wheels Up


“Wheels Up is not theory to me — it is doctrine I watched work from the inside and later applied in my own company. For operators, founders, and family builders, this book offers tested principles that hold up under real pressure.”



— Thomas H. Latshaw Jr. Founder & CEO, Latshaw Training Group, Inc.






Dedication

For Jamie — who took the tall guy’s hand on a sand volleyball court in Macedonia in 1999, and has been the why ever since.

For Lani, James, Leah, and the grandchildren who carry our name — the doctrine is yours now. Translate it. Improve it. Hand it on.

For the founder at the legal pad who is wondering if any of it is possible. It is. Wheels up.






In Honor & In Memory

In memory of Jim Arundell “D” — who opened his home and eventually his dining-room table in Fillmore when Lexicon had no other table to be built on, and tolerated the volumes of proposals stacked across it, every day, for as long as we needed it.

and for Diane Arundell (Em) — who is still checking in every day, who was so instrumental in James’s wellbeing through the first few years of his life while Jamie wrote proposals through the nights and we built the company we now enjoy. All of it rests on her unwavering daily support, and we are so truly grateful for Em.

In memory of Thomas and Elaine Latshaw — Mom and Dad — who were always curious about what we were building, never quite sure how to help from where they were, and who supported the whole way from a distance with the only thing the distance allowed: belief. It was enough. It was always enough.






Epigraph


“Commander’s intent is what allows the mission to survive contact with reality.” — U.S. Army Aviation Doctrine




“Dreams are possible. It is not easy. And nobody hands you the map. The chapters that follow are the map.” — Leroy A. Latshaw








Author’s Note

This book was written in the first person, in my voice, from the kitchen island of our home in Los Angeles in the summer of 2026. It is the doctrine I have lived by across twenty-one years of U.S. Army aviation, two decades of founding and running companies, and a marriage and a household that have produced three generations of operators sleeping under one roof.

Inside these pages I refer to a framework called The Latshaw Doctrine. That is the name of the operating system. Wheels Up is the name of the book. They are not in conflict. They are the same thing in two voices — the doctrine names the system, and the title names the act of using it.

The five non-negotiables — Dream first. Act on the idea. Surround yourself. Stay fueled. Anchor to your why — are the spine. The frameworks that follow are how the spine carries weight in the real world. The workbook pages at the end of every chapter are not decoration. They are the work. As I tell my own kids: the book is the legal pad. If you read it without writing in it, you have read half of it.

I have tried, throughout, to honor certain silences. There are people in my life and chapters in my company’s history that this book does not name in detail, out of respect for the people involved. Their absence is deliberate. The doctrine survives the silences.

If this book finds you in the early innings of building something, I am rooting for you. If it finds you mid-flight, debrief honestly and keep going. If it finds you on the back end of a long career and you are thinking about what to leave behind — write your own doctrine. The world needs more of them.

Wheels up.

— L.A.L. Los Angeles, California, Summer 2026
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Preface




Dreams Are Possible

That is the first sentence of this book, and it is the sentence the rest of the book is written underneath. Not as a slogan. As a claim I am willing to defend, in plain language, with twenty-one years of operating evidence and three generations of a household built on top of it.

Dreams are possible. It is not easy. And nobody hands you the map.

That is the whole thesis. The chapters that follow are the map.



I did not set out to write a book. I set out to build companies. To fly helicopters. To raise a family. To be a husband to Jamie and a father to Lani and James and Leah and, eventually, a grandfather to four. To keep moving — through Macedonia and Germany and Fort Indiantown Gap and Fillmore and Los Angeles, through Lexicon and GT Creative and SC Global and OakHaven, through the company my brother formed that Jamie and I gave its first contracts, and through the two ventures my own children now operate — and to do the work in front of me, on the Tuesday morning it was due, without making a show of it.

But somewhere in the last few years, sitting across from operators who were earlier in the path than I was, watching them stall out on the parts I had already learned how to navigate, I started to notice a pattern. The thing they were missing was not talent. It was not capital. It was not effort. They had all of that. The thing they were missing was a doctrine — a coherent set of operating principles that had been pressure-tested across decades, across companies, across the actual conditions of a real life with a real family inside it, and transmitted to them in language they could use on the Tuesday morning they needed it.

I had that doctrine. Jamie and I had spent twenty years building it, refining it, breaking parts of it, rebuilding the parts that broke. We had transmitted it to our own children, deliberately, and the evidence was now sleeping upstairs and running their own companies.

What I did not have was the doctrine on paper, in a form that could leave our household and reach the operator who needed it.

That is the only reason this book exists. To put on paper what Jamie and I have learned, so that the operator who woke up this morning with a dream and no map can find one — built and proven by a family who paved this path for our own, and is now offering it to yours.






What That Claim Actually Means

I want to be careful with this claim, because the business shelf is full of books that turn dreams are possible into a slogan and then leave the reader with no operating system underneath it.

When I say dreams are possible, I mean something specific.

I mean that Jamie and I started Lexicon in 2005 at her parents’ dining room table in Fillmore, California, with a laptop, a phone, a P.O. box, and a year living in an RV. I mean that by year five we had 460 employees, were ranked number four on the Inc. 500, and were number one woman-owned. I mean that in 2012 an acquisition offer landed on our table that would have changed every number in our life, and we turned it down — because the dream was bigger than the check. I mean that twenty-one years later, three generations of our family live under one roof, and four ventures inside this household are being operated right now by people who carry our name.

I mean that I am, today, sixty-three years old, with twenty-one years of helicopter time and twenty-one years of operating time, writing this sentence at five-thirty in the morning at a kitchen island in Los Angeles while my nineteen-year-old son is in the garage gym before his first client call, my seventeen-year-old daughter is checking analytics on a leah.travel post that went up at midnight, and my thirty-nine-year-old daughter is moving through the living room in scrubs on her way to her hours at the animal hospital, with three lunches packed and a permission slip signed.

This is what dreams are possible looks like in operation. Not a magazine cover. A Tuesday morning. With evidence sleeping upstairs.






It Is Not Easy

I want to be just as careful with this claim, because the business shelf is also full of books that promise the path is harder than you think — and then turn the difficulty into mystique.

When I say it is not easy, I mean something specific.

I mean we have signed personal guarantees that should have kept us awake at night and sometimes did. I mean we have met payroll out of personal savings. I mean we have lost contracts on a Friday afternoon and figured out by Monday how to keep the lights on. I mean we have raised four children together while running multiple companies, lost and absorbed the kind of weight founders’ marriages are not supposed to absorb, and held both the marriage and the work because we built the architecture to hold them.

I mean Lani was seventeen when she became a mother. Single. With no map of her own. She is now thirty-nine and finishing her undergraduate work, on her way to veterinary medicine and a clinic of her own under her own brand, with four children in the house — and the only reason that arc is possible is that the doctrine in this book was already operating in our household when she needed it, and was strong enough to carry her while she rewrote her own.

The path is not easy. Anyone telling you otherwise is selling you something. This book will not make the path easy. It will give you the doctrine that makes the path navigable — and that is the only honest thing a book like this can offer.






Generational Change Is The Real Goal

I want to be clearest about this one, because it is the part of the book that almost no one writes about, and the part that I believe matters most.

The point of building a company is not, in the end, the company. The point of building a company is the doctrine the company forces you to develop — and the people you transmit that doctrine to.

The most important thing Jamie and I have built in twenty-one years is not Lexicon. It is not GT Creative. It is not the Inc. 500 ranking, or the contracts, or the revenue. The most important thing we have built is a household in which our nineteen-year-old son is running a company, our seventeen-year-old daughter is running a brand, our thirty-nine-year-old daughter is on her path to her own clinic, and four grandchildren are growing up watching all of it as if it is normal — because in our household, it is normal.

That is generational change. Not the kind that happens because somebody handed wealth to the next generation. The kind that happens because somebody handed a doctrine to the next generation — a way of seeing the work, of holding the family, of carrying the dream — and the next generation absorbed it, made it their own, and is now using it to build lives we did not have to design for them.

This book is the doctrine we have transmitted in our household, put on paper for yours. If it does its job, the generational change it produces will not be in your generation. It will be in the one watching you read it.






Who This Book Is For

This book is for anyone who woke up with a dream.

The dream does not have to be a company. It can be a practice, a craft, a family, a calling, a ministry, a piece of work that has your name on it and that you cannot quite let go of. If you are carrying a dream and you do not know how to start, this book is for you.

It is for the operator who has signed personal guarantees, or who is about to. For the woman or man who has met payroll the hard way, or who is dreading the week they will have to. For the founder who is building something with their family in mind — not as decoration, but as the structural reason the building is happening at all. For the next-generation operator, watching a parent’s company from the inside, wondering whether the doctrine is something they could carry. For the operator who is twenty years in and feels the doctrine starting to fray and wants to sharpen it again.

It is for the reader who will open these pages with an open mind. Not because the doctrine demands belief, but because the doctrine is uncomfortable in places, and the reader who is looking for permission to keep doing what is not working will not find it here.

It is for anyone who wants to understand the path we paved for our family — and who is willing to walk a version of it, in their own conditions, for their own people.

If that is you, you are in the right book. I am glad you are here.






How To Read This Book

The book is organized in four parts.

Part I — Before You Start covers what an operator must settle inside themselves before the first dollar comes in. The dream. The passion. The idea. The operator the work will require you to become. The circle around you. The fuel that will keep you running. And the why — the load-bearing sentence everything you build will eventually be tested against.

Part II — Opening the Doors covers what it takes to stand the business up. Capital. The operating system. The customer. Money. The people you hire and the architecture of how you hire them.

Part III — Running It covers the daily and yearly work of an operating company. Sales. Marketing. Risk. The family business — which most operators are running whether they call it that or not. Scaling. And the pivots and setbacks that the doctrine has to hold through.

Part IV — The Long Game covers what most operating books leave out. Exit and legacy. Faith, family, and soul. And the transmission of the doctrine to the next generation — which is, I have come to believe, the only thing a founder is actually building.

Each chapter is followed by a workbook. The workbook pages are not optional. They are the place where the doctrine in the chapter gets translated into your specific operating life. If you read the chapters and skip the workbook, you will have read a book. If you read the chapters and work the workbook, you will have begun to install the doctrine.

The chapters compound. If this is your first read, I recommend you read them in order. If you are returning to solve a specific operating problem — a hiring crisis, a cash crisis, a marriage crisis, a generational handoff — go directly to the chapter that addresses it. The doctrine in each chapter stands on its own, even though it sits inside a larger system.






A Note On The Voice

The voice in this book is mine. Plain, direct, sometimes blunt, occasionally personal. It is the voice I use at the dining-room table where the doctrine was built, and it is the voice I use with the operators I teach.

Where the doctrine touches my family, my faith, my marriage, or my own failures, I have written about it directly. Those are not personal asides. They are part of the doctrine. The founders who hide those parts of their lives from their work end up with a doctrine that does not hold, because the doctrine cannot hold what the founder will not look at.






What Comes Next

My younger brother’s Foreword follows this Preface. I asked Thomas to write it because, of every person who has been near this doctrine from the outside of the household, he is the one who has been near it from the most angles — first as an employee of the company I built, then as the founder of his own company in a harder industry, and finally as a son who watched our father give counsel to both of us in the last seasons of his life. Thomas is not an admirer. He is a witness. If you read only one thing in the front matter, read his.

Then we start with Chapter 1.

Dreams are possible. It is not easy. We paved a path for our family, and this book is the map of it.

I am rooting for you.

— Leroy A. Latshaw Los Angeles, June 2026






Foreword




by Thomas H. Latshaw Jr.

Founder, Latshaw Training Group · Younger brother of the author



The first job I ever had inside the doctrine in this book, I had as an employee. My older brother was the boss. I was not the author of the operating system. I was a guy on the inside of it, watching it work in real time, and most of the time disagreeing with the parts of it that were inconvenient for me on a given Tuesday.

I want you to know that, because the temptation in a foreword written by a younger brother is to sound like an admirer. I am not an admirer. I am a witness. There is a difference, and the difference matters for the reader.

I worked for Leroy. I watched him build the company that paid me. I watched him take meetings he did not want to take, write proposals at hours nobody should be writing proposals, and make the kind of decisions that look obvious in a book and feel impossible at the kitchen table the night before. The doctrine you are about to read is not theory to me. It is the inside of an actual building I used to work in, written down by the person who built it.

That is part one of what you need to know.



Part two is that some years later I built my own.

I founded Latshaw Training Group, and my wife Sonja runs operations alongside me. We operate in defense, aviation, and government contracting — a hard space, full of incumbents, and not friendly to a new name on a proposal. The first contracts we ever ran, Leroy put in front of us through Lexicon. He did not hand us the company. He handed us the first runway. What we did with it was on us.

What I want to tell you about that period is not the contracts. It is the counsel.

When I sent him an early proposal that was, in hindsight, fifteen pages of me hoping the customer would like me, he wrote back four sentences. The customer does not care how much you want this. The customer cares whether you can deliver. Cut the first nine pages. Lead with the delivery plan. Price it like a company, not like a guy who is glad to be invited.

When I priced a training contract too low because I was afraid to lose it, he said, you will lose it twice that way — once on the margin and again on the next bid, because now they will expect that number. Price it where you can deliver it. If they will not pay for delivery, they were not your customer.

When I built our first training curriculum and tried to over-engineer it because I wanted it to look serious, he said, the curriculum is not the product. The operator standing in front of the room is the product. Make the curriculum simple enough that the operator does not get in the way of it.

None of those sentences are in this book in those exact words. But every framework in this book has a version of those sentences inside it. When you read the chapter on the customer, you are reading the four sentences he sent me about the proposal. When you read the chapter on pricing, you are reading the conversation about the training contract. When you read the chapter on people, you are reading the conversation about the operator in the room.

I am telling you this because I want you to know that the doctrine in these pages has been tested on a customer who was not Leroy’s customer, in an industry that was not Leroy’s industry, by an operator who was not Leroy. It held. It is still holding. Latshaw Training Group exists because it held.



There is a third part of this that I want to put on the page, even though it is harder to write.

Our father — Thomas Latshaw Sr. — served as an operational advisor to Sonja and me on Latshaw Training Group in the last seasons of his life, before he passed. He was not inside the day-to-day. He was an observer from the outside, with the standing only a father has, watching what we were building and offering counsel in his own voice — a different voice than Leroy’s. He saw the company my brother had built, and he saw the company we were building, and what I remember most clearly from that time is that he was not surprised by either one. He had raised both of us. He knew what we were going to do before we knew. He just waited, and then — from a distance — he weighed in when it mattered.

I tell you this because the book you are about to read is, in part, a book about what gets handed down. My brother writes about it directly in the later chapters. I want you to know, before you get there, that the people who handed it down to him were real people, and one of them was advising us — from his chair, outside the room — in the last year he was alive. The doctrine in this book is downstream of him too. Not just downstream of Leroy. Downstream of our dad.



The last thing I want to say is the simplest.

If you are an operator, a founder, a husband or wife building something alongside the person you married, a parent trying to figure out how to hand something on without bending it, or a younger sibling reading this because the older sibling will not stop talking about it — this book will hold up under your Tuesday. I know because I tested it on mine.

Welcome inside the building. The man who built it is worth listening to. I should know. I worked for him.

— Thomas H. Latshaw Jr. Founder, Latshaw Training Group June 2026






Introduction




From the Cockpit to the Table



I wrote this book for one reason, and I want to put it on the page before anything else.

I wrote it to help you build a future.

Not the future somebody else is selling you. Not the future your job, your zip code, your family history, or the algorithm thinks you should settle for. The future you would actually choose if you knew you could build it — for yourself as an individual, and for the people you love who are going to stand on whatever you build. The doctrine in these pages is the system I have used to build one. It is the system I am using right now to help my wife, my son, and my daughter build theirs. And it is designed, from the first chapter to the last, to be picked up and applied to yours.

That is the whole purpose of the book. Everything else in here — the stories, the frameworks, the hard truths, the seven companies, the twenty-one years in uniform — is in service of that one promise.

Before I tell you where the doctrine came from, I want to name the five convictions everything that follows is built on top of. Dream. Act. Surround yourself. Stay fueled. Anchor to your why. In that order. The dream comes before the plan. Action is the trait that decides everything. You will never build anything worth building alone. Without passion, you will not survive the pitfalls. And your why is the anchor under all of it — the thing that holds when the dream blurs and the plan tears and the passion runs thin. Chapters 1 through 7 are the working manual for each of those five, with the doctrine, the frameworks, and the working examples I use in my own household. Hold all five in your hand. Now let me tell you where the rest of the doctrine came from.



There is a dining-room table in Fillmore, California, that has done more work than most boardrooms.

It is not our table. It belonged to Jamie’s parents. In 2005, after I retired from the Army with twenty-one years in aviation and Jamie left active duty with eight years as an officer, the two of us — with our eldest daughter Nohelani, who had moved to Germany to live with us while we were stationed there and had become part of our household for good — came back to California with no business, no income, and a thesis. Jamie’s parents took us in. They gave us a room. They babysat. They wrote us the occasional loan when payroll was due and we did not have it. And they let us use their dining-room table as the founding office of Lexicon Consulting, Inc.

That is where it started. Not in a co-working space. Not in a garage. Not in an MBA classroom. At Jamie’s parents’ dining-room table in Fillmore, with a stack of legal pads, a pot of coffee that lasted until two in the morning, and a decision we had been circling for months.

We had met on the Fourth of July 1999 at Camp Able Sentry, Macedonia, both Army officers in support of Operation Joint Guardian — the peacekeeping mission in Kosovo. The base had organized a sand volleyball tournament for the Independence Day holiday — a rare break from the action. I was a team captain. I looked across the sand, saw Jamie, and said, I’ll take the tall girl. We have been together ever since.

We decided that night in Fillmore to walk away from secure.

We started Lexicon Consulting at that table. No outside investors. No business school case study. No advisor whispering in our ear about market timing. Just the two of us, a thesis about what the Department of Defense was going to need that nobody else was set up to deliver, and a willingness to bet our marriage, our savings, and the next decade of our lives on whether we were right. We had a dream that was specific — not be successful or get rich, but build a company that did work that mattered, at scale, for the country we had both served, and do it together. We had Jamie’s parents one room away. We had Nohelani in the house. We had one employee — a single woman who believed in what we were building so completely that she told us we did not have to pay her until we could, and she is still with the company today. And we did the one thing without which none of the rest of this story exists: we acted. We did not wait for permission. We did not wait until we were ready. We were not ready. Nobody ever is. We moved while we were still scared.

For the first year or so, we traveled from military base to military base in our RV, writing proposals on the road, making phone calls between exits, conducting payroll out of a post office box that served as our corporate address. We lost more bids than we won — over the first five years, we won less than 20% of the contracts we submitted proposals for. Our very first government contract was not even linguistic services. It was a painting contract we bid on just to generate working capital so we could keep the doors open long enough to win the work we were actually built to do. The first contract is rarely the dream contract. It is the contract that funds the dream contract.

Five years later, Lexicon had four hundred and sixty employees. By 2010, Jamie and I were named to the Inc. 500 — the #4 fastest-growing private company in America, and the #1 Woman-Owned business on that same list. Twenty years on, Lexicon holds contracts on three continents in some of the most demanding corners of federal work. The mission Jamie wrote down in those first years still hangs in the company: to save lives and forge relationships by becoming the best and most respected language, cultural, and military training experts in the business.

We did not get there because we were lucky. We got there because we built a way of operating that we could repeat, transmit, and survive on. We built a doctrine.

This book is that doctrine.



I want to be careful with that word — doctrine — because it gets thrown around by people who have not earned the right to use it. In the military, a doctrine is not a slogan. It is the codified, hard-won way an organization fights — the procedures, the principles, the priorities of effort, the things that have been tested in conditions you would not wish on anyone. Doctrine is what allows a new pilot to fly a mission profile he has never personally flown, because somebody before him paid in blood and sleep and patience to write it down.

Business needs doctrine and almost never has it. What it has, for the most part, is content. Founder memoirs that read like highlight reels. MBA frameworks that work beautifully on slides and fall apart on a Tuesday morning when your top performer just quit, your largest contract just got recompeted, and your bank balance is doing something nobody can explain. Coaching from people who have never met payroll. Advice from people who got lucky once and now sell luck as a system.

I am not those people. The doctrine in this book has been stress-tested against the best research available — the MIT entrepreneurship principles I studied on customer discovery, founding-team composition, and the operating habits that show up over and over in companies that survive their first decade; the Wharton work on cash flow as the actual killer (not profitability) and the cost-of-capital problem at every stage; and two decades inside the Small Business Administration’s data, including the 85,000 7(a) and 504 loans guaranteeing $45 billion in FY25 alone, the 36.2 million American small businesses that make up 99.9% of all U.S. businesses, and the Bureau of Labor Statistics longitudinal data showing that roughly 20.4% of new businesses fail in year one, 49.4% by year five, and 65.3% by year ten. I tell you this not to credential the book but to credential the claims inside it. The popular myth that 90% of new businesses fail in their first year is false. The truth is worse in a different way: most businesses do not die quickly. They die slowly, between years two and ten, in ways the founder almost never sees coming. The doctrine in these pages is calibrated to those real curves — not to the myth.

That is the unusual thing about what I am offering you. I am not writing this from the porch after a successful exit. I am writing it from the cockpit, mid-mission, with the controls in my hands and my family in the formation.



And the one thing almost no business book is willing to put on the page: you do not compromise your culture, ever, no matter what it costs you. Not for a contract. Not for a hire who looks great on paper. Not for a quarter. Not for a quick exit. Not for a partnership that pencils out beautifully on the spreadsheet but asks you to become someone you are not.

Culture is not the free snacks and the values poster in the lobby. Culture is who you are when nobody is watching and the money is on the table. The day you trade who you are for what you might gain, you stop building a company and start running an arrangement, and arrangements do not survive the seasons doctrine is built to survive.

I have walked away from money. I have fired people who were producing. I have lost opportunities that other founders would have torn an arm off to get. Every time, I did it because the trade would have cost something I refused to spend. That refusal is the most expensive habit in this book, and it is the one I am proudest of. Stay who you are. Stay true to your why. Everything else is negotiable. Those two are not.



I owe you a brief word on the cockpit, because it is going to keep showing up in these pages and you should know why.

Twenty-one years in Army aviation does not make you a businessman. It makes you something more useful — an operator. The military teaches you how to plan a mission you have never flown before, how to brief people who will be flying it with you so that everyone has the same picture in their head, how to run a checklist in the moments when your instincts are screaming at you to skip it, how to recover from emergencies you did not see coming because you practiced them when nothing was wrong, and how to debrief honestly afterward so the next mission does not repeat the same failures.

Every one of those skills translates directly into building a company. Mission planning is the business plan you will actually use. Briefing is the way you align a team in the first thirty days of a new venture. Checklists are the SOPs and KPIs that keep an operation running when you are not in the room. Emergency procedures are what saves you the day a contract disappears or a key employee walks out. Debriefs are how you compound your learning instead of repeating your mistakes year after year. Command climate is what you call company culture.

I did not go into business with a head full of HBR cases. I went into business with a head full of how to run an operation when the conditions are imperfect, the information is incomplete, and the consequences of getting it wrong are real. So when you see the cockpit show up in this book, you are not reading a metaphor I picked up because it sounded good. You are reading the actual lens I use to run companies. I do not know how to do this any other way, and after twenty years, I am not interested in pretending I do.



A brief word on the family before we go further. The Preface introduces the household; here is what matters for the doctrine.

Jamie is not a supporting character. She is my co-founder. We have been married twenty-three years — since July 2003 — and she has been my partner in every venture worth naming. The Inc. 500 #1 Woman-Owned ranking belongs to her. The discipline that kept Lexicon from coming apart in the seasons I have not written about yet belongs to her. Half of what I am going to teach you about co-founders, marriages, family decisions, and the division of labor in a crisis I learned from being married to her. When you read about the kitchen table, that is where she sits across from me.

James and Leah are not waiting for an inheritance. They are already building. James is nineteen and runs JTL7. Leah is seventeen and runs Leah & Co. as a wholly-owned subsidiary of GT Creative. Lani is thirty-nine, a single mother of four, on her path to her own veterinary clinic under her own brand. The doctrine in this book is the one that built the companies and the household at the same time. They are evidence the doctrine works because they are operators in their own right, on the foundation we laid for them.

That is the deepest claim this book makes. Not that I built a fast-growing company. Plenty of people have done that. The claim is that the operating system that built it has now transmitted across one marriage, two generations, and seven companies in different industries, and is still running. If you take seriously what is in these pages, the same system can run for you — calibrated to your future, your people, your circumstances. You do not need to copy my life. You need a working operating system, and a willingness to use it to build a life of your own design.

That is what I am handing you.



One last thing before we begin.

I do not believe entrepreneurship is for everyone. The world has spent the last decade selling a fantasy that anyone with a laptop and a dream can build something, and the result has been a generation of founders who never got told what it actually costs. You will read in these pages the cost — financial, marital, physical, psychological — laid out without softening. If after you read this book you decide the cost is not one you want to pay, that is a successful outcome of having read it. You will have saved yourself a year of your life, or five, or fifteen. That alone is worth more than the book.

But if you read it and decide you are still in — that the dream is real and worth pursuing, that you are willing to act on it instead of admiring it, that the passion is honest, that the people are around you, that the why is clear enough to anchor you when the wind comes, that the idea is worth betting on, that you are willing to become the operator the business is going to require, that you have had the family meeting and the answer was yes — then the rest of these pages are for you. The doctrine is here. It works. It has been working in our family for twenty years and we are not finished. Take it, adapt it, and use it to build the future you came here to build. For yourself. For the people who will stand on what you build. With the people who will carry it with you. Fueled by a passion you have already named and accepted the cost of. Anchored to a why that does not move when the wind comes. Pulled forward by a dream you have given yourself permission to want. And moved on by action, every day, even on the days you do not feel like it — especially on the days you do not feel like it. Innovate without losing who you are. Never compromise the culture, no matter what it costs. And as you grow, never forget the table you started at. That is the only reason I wrote this down.

Pre-flight checks complete. The mission is yours, the cockpit is yours, the table is yours.

Wheels up.

— Leroy A. Latshaw Los Angeles, California June 2026






Workbook — Introduction


The Commitment Page



Before you turn to Chapter 1, I am going to ask you to do one thing.

Not a long thing. Not a hard thing. One thing.

I am going to ask you to sign your name on this page — in pen, in your own handwriting — committing to do the work the rest of this book is going to ask of you. Not the reading. The work. The exercises. The legal-pad pages built into every chapter. The forty-eight-hour actions. The weekly cadence. The honest conversations with the people inside the consequences.

Most readers will skip this page. They will tell themselves they will come back to it later. They will not.

If you are one of the readers who skips it, that is fine — but you should know that the book is going to deliver about thirty percent of its value to you. The other seventy percent is downstream of the work, not the reading.

If you are one of the readers who signs it, I am writing the rest of this book for you.




My commitment

I, ______________________________________________________________ , having read this introduction and understood what is being asked of me, commit to the following before I close this book:

1. I will complete the workbook exercises at the end of every chapter, in my own handwriting, in this book.



2. I will take a forty-eight-hour action after each workbook section that asks for one.



3. I will read my one-page dream, when I write it in Chapter 1, aloud to one person who has to live inside the consequences.

That person’s name: __________________________________________________________

4. I will not skip ahead. I will not pretend I did the work when I did not. I will be honest with myself on these pages, even when the honesty is uncomfortable.



5. If I decide partway through that entrepreneurship is not for me, I will treat that as a successful outcome of reading the book, not a failure. I will close the book with respect for the time it saved me.







Why I am here

In one sentence, before I begin — the thing I am hoping this book helps me build:













Signed

Name (print): ______________________________________________________________

Signature: _________________________________________________________________

Date: ______________________________________________________________________

Location: __________________________________________________________________



Now turn the page.

— L.A.L.






PART I




Before You Start


Every company I have built started in a conversation. The conversation came before the capital, before the customer, before the first hire. The doctrine in this Part is what the conversation has to settle.



Before You Start is about the seven decisions an operator must make inside themselves before the first dollar comes in. Most founders skip this part. Most founders pay for it later. The chapters in this Part are the doctrine for the conversation Jamie and I had at her parents’ dining-room table in 2005, and that we are still having with our children and grandchildren at the same kind of table today. If you settle the seven decisions in this Part, the rest of the book has something to stand on. If you do not, no chapter that follows will hold.






Chapter 1


Dream First. Then Act. Know Your Why.



In the spring of 2005, at 11:47 p.m. on a Tuesday, Jamie and I sat at her parents’ dining-room table in Fillmore, California, looked at each other across two yellow legal pads, and admitted out loud — for the first time — what we actually wanted to build.

Not what was reasonable. Not what the spreadsheet said we could afford. Not what our parents would have called responsible. What we wanted.

We wanted to build a company that delivered specialized language and cultural services to the Department of Defense, at a level of quality nobody else was offering, run by a husband-and-wife team, with no outside investors telling us how to think about the mission. We wanted it to grow into something large enough that the people we hired could feed their families on it for twenty years. We wanted it to be the kind of place that did work that mattered — work that touched the country we had both served. We wanted to do it together, with our marriage intact at the other end, and with the children in our house — Nohelani, who was seven at the time — standing on a foundation we had built honestly.

That was the dream. Written down on a yellow legal pad at a dining-room table in Fillmore, at 11:47 p.m., in handwriting that got more honest as the hour got later, with Jamie’s parents asleep one room away.

It was not a business plan. The business plan came months later, and it changed three times in the first year anyway. It was not a market study. The market study came the next week. It was not a financial projection. We did the first Lexicon financial projection on the back of a Christmas card because we had run out of legal pads. It was a dream — specific, named, written down, and large enough to be terrifying.

That night was the night the company actually started. Not the day we filed the paperwork. Not the day we won the first contract — the painting contract the Introduction already described, the one we bid because we needed working capital before the linguistic work would come through the federal procurement system. The night the company actually started was the night we put the dream on a piece of paper and signed our names to it at Jamie’s parents’ table.

I want to tell you why that order matters. I want to tell you what happens when founders skip it. And I want to give you the framework I use, twenty years later, with my own children and with every founder who has ever asked me how to begin.




The landmine in front of you

The single most expensive mistake I have watched founders make — and I have watched many of them make it — is not picking the wrong idea. It is not running out of capital. It is not hiring the wrong first employee, though that is a close second. The most expensive mistake is starting a business without ever having dreamed first.

What I mean by that is precise. Most founders who fail in their first decade did not fail because their dream was wrong. They failed because they never had one. They had an opportunity. They had an opening in the market. They had a skill they could monetize. They had a friend who said you should start your own thing. They had a layoff that turned into a side hustle that turned into a company nobody had ever decided to build on purpose.

Opportunities are not dreams. Skills are not dreams. Side hustles are not dreams. They are the material a dream can be built out of. They are not the dream itself.

The reason this matters — the reason I am writing an entire chapter about it before we touch a single framework — is that you cannot run a business through year three on an opportunity. You cannot run it through year seven on a side hustle. The Bureau of Labor Statistics data is unambiguous on this. Roughly 20.4% of new businesses fail in year one, 49.4% by year five, and 65.3% by year ten. Read those numbers again. Half of every business you see opening this year will be closed within five years. Two out of three will be closed within ten. And almost none of them will close because the founder ran out of skill. They will close because the founder ran out of reason — the reason they started, the reason they kept going, the reason they refused to quit on a Tuesday






Why dream comes before plan











What happens when founders skip the dream












How to dream honestly







	

	

	

	

	












Then act

















Anchor to your why
















Working example: how we did this with James and Leah












The hard truth before the next chapter













End-of-chapter actions
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