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Read This First

You weren't small because you weren't good enough. You were small because

you couldn't afford to be big. That just changed.

I t's 6:40 in the morning and Tony is already under a sink.

His knees are on a cold tile floor in a stranger's kitchen. His phone is buzzing in his back
pocket — the third call this hour — and he can't reach it because both his hands are wrapped

around a corroded shut-off valve that some other plumber installed wrong fifteen years ago.

Tony is the best plumber in the county. Ask anyone. When the fancy houses up on the hill
have a real problem — the kind that floods a finished basement at midnight — they don't call

the big chain with the cartoon mascot on the truck. They call Tony.
He's been doing this for twenty-two years. He's good. He's proud. He has a waiting list.
And he is completely, utterly stuck.

Because here's the thing nobody tells you about being the best: when you're the best, every-
thing runs through you. Every quote. Every tricky job. Every angry call, every late invoice,
every new kid who needs training. The business doesn't run without Tony. The business is
Tony. And Tony has exactly one pair of knees and one set of mornings, and both of them are

wearing out.

Meanwhile, the big chain with the cartoon mascot — the one that does worse work than
Tony, everybody knows it — is ten times his size. Ten times the trucks. Ten times the rev-

enue. They're not better than Tony. They've never been better than Tony.

They're just bigger. And for his whole career, Tony has quietly assumed that's just how it goes.
Some people are the talent. Other people own the big company. And never the two shall

meet.

That assumption was true for about two hundred years.



It stopped being true a couple of years ago, and almost nobody has noticed yet.

Let me tell you why I'm writing this.

Right now, somewhere not far from you, two people you've never heard of are sitting at a
kitchen table with two laptops and a tool that costs less than your phone bill. And they are
quietly building a company that could do a slice of what you do — your best, highest-margin

work — and do it at a scale you've never been able to reach.
That should scare you a little. Good. That instinct is correct.
But here's what this whole book is about: those two people could be you.

The same force that's about to disrupt every slow, comfortable, mediocre business in your in-
dustry is the single greatest opportunity that has ever landed in the lap of someone like you
— someone with real skill, a real reputation, and a real business they built with their own
hands. For the first time in the history of business, the person with the talent can also own

the empire. Not work for the empire. Own it.

That's not a motivational slogan. It's a change in the actual physics of how companies grow.
I'll show you exactly what changed, and why, and what it means for you specifically —
whether you're a one-person freelancer, a small shop with a couple of crews, or a company

doing a few million a year and wondering what's next.

Two promises before we start.

First: this is short. You can finish it tonight, or across a couple of mornings with your cof-
fee. I know you're busy. Busy is most of the problem. I'm not going to waste your time with

three hundred pages of throat-clearing.

Second: I'm not going to lie to you. This book comes from a company called Equitize, and I
want to be honest about that on page one rather than spring it on you in the last chapter. We
help people do exactly what this book describes. But we're new, and new companies that puft

themselves up with fake numbers and fake testimonials are a dime a dozen, and you can



smell them a mile away. So there are none in here. Every number I give you is real and I'll tell
you where it came from. Every story about a real person is a real person you can look up.
And the made-up character — Tony — I'll always tell you he's made up. Tony isn't one person.

Tony is every great owner I've ever met, stitched into one guy, so we have someone to follow.

We're going to follow Tony from under that sink all the way to the corner office of a company
that bears his name — a company with crews, a brand, real profit, and, by the end, a buyer

waving an offer he never thought he'd see.

You're going to watch how he does it. And somewhere in the middle, if I do my job right,

you're going to stop reading about Tony and start thinking about yourself.

Let's get him out from under that sink.



CHAPTER ONE

The Best Cook Now Wins

Talent was never the thing holding you back. Systems were. And the price of

systems just collapsed to almost nothing.

ony finally got the valve loose around 7:15. By 7:40 he was back in his truck, and by
I 7:41 he was returning the three calls he'd missed, steering with his knee, balancing a

lukewarm coffee, doing the thing he does every single morning of his life.

Here is a question I want you to sit with, the same one Tony has never quite let himself ask

out loud:
If he's the best — and he is — why is the guy with the cartoon mascot ten times bigger?

Not a little bigger. Ten times. More trucks, more crews, more money, a billboard on the high-
way, a jingle people actually know. And worse work. Tony has cleaned up that company's

messes for years. He's seen the corners they cut.
So it's not skill. We can throw skill out as the answer right now.

Then what is it?

For most of human history, this question had a brutal, simple answer, and the answer was al-

most never talent.

Think about the best cook in your town a hundred years ago. Genuinely the best — the one

whose food made people close their eyes. How big could she get?

As big as one room. As many tables as she could cook for in one night, in one building, in
one town. That was the ceiling. Her talent was real and her talent was trapped, because being
a great cook and reaching a lot of people were two completely different problems, and she

could only solve the first one.



Down the road, somebody less talented opened a second location. Then a tenth. They were
never as good as her. They didn't have to be. They had something she didn't: a way to be in
more than one place at once. They had systems. People to run the other rooms. A way to train
them. A way to advertise. A way to keep the books across ten kitchens. The talent lost to the

systems, the way talent almost always did.

That's the whole story of business, going back centuries. The best rarely won. The best-orga-
nized won. And being organized at scale was breathtakingly expensive — it took managers,
departments, payroll, buildings, machinery. It took money most talented people simply did

not have.

So the talented stayed small and proud, and the organized got big and rich, and everybody

made a quiet peace with it.
Now watch what happened to that cook.

The internet showed up, and one day it became possible — easy, even, eventually free — for a
great cook to write down what she knew, show it to the whole world, sell to people a thou-
sand miles away, build a name far beyond her one room. The barrier that had trapped her tal-
ent for ten thousand years just... thinned out. The best cook could finally win on being the

best cook.

Hold that picture, because it's about to happen to you. It already is.

"Go to work ON your business rather than IN it." — Michael E. Gerber, The E-Myth
Revisited

Gerber wrote that line decades ago and it became gospel for small-business owners, and al-
most none of them could actually do it. Tony has heard it a hundred times. Work on the busi-
ness, not in it. Sure. With what hands? With what time? He's under a sink at 6:40 in the morn-
ing. The advice was right and the advice was useless, because working on the business meant
building all those systems — the marketing, the scheduling, the training, the operations —

and that meant hiring a small army Tony could never afford.

The advice wasn't wrong. It was just priced out of his reach.



That's the part that changed. Not the advice. The price.

Let me tell you why the big guys actually won, because once you see the real reason, you'll

see why their reign is ending.

In 1937, an economist named Ronald Coase asked a question so obvious nobody had both-
ered to answer it: Why do companies exist at all? Why don't we all just freelance — every task

bought and sold on the open market, person to person, as needed?

His answer was simple and it won him a Nobel Prize. Companies exist, he said, because coor-
dinating work costs money. Finding the right person, negotiating, checking they did it right,
doing it again tomorrow — all of that has a cost. And it turned out to be cheaper to just put
people on payroll, under one roof, where you could direct them. Inside the company, coordi-

nation was cheap. Outside, it was expensive.

So companies grew. And the ones that could afford the most coordination — the most man-
agers, the most systems, the most overhead — grew the biggest. For eighty years, that was
the secret engine under every giant. Not genius. Not even greed, really. Coordination they could

afford and you couldn't.

That's why the cartoon-mascot chain is ten times Tony's size. They can pay for the dispatcher,
the marketing manager, the HR person, the bookkeeper, the trainer, the call center. Tony is
the dispatcher, the marketing manager, the HR person, the bookkeeper, the trainer, and the

call center. After he climbs out from under the sink.

There's a line going around lately that says the whole thing in eight words: building the feature
is cheaper than having the meeting about the feature. For two hundred years, the opposite was true.
Coordinating the work cost more than doing it — so whoever could pay for coordination

won.

That just flipped.

Because here is what Al actually is, underneath all the hype and all the noise.



It is the first technology in history that drives the cost of coordination toward zero.

The dispatcher, the marketing department, the person who answers every call, the system
that quotes the job and books the calendar and chases the invoice and trains the new kid —
the entire expensive machine that only big companies could afford — can now be built for a
tiny fraction of what it cost a corporation to hire it. A two-person operation can suddenly co-

ordinate like a company of two hundred.

Read that again, because it's the hinge this whole book swings on. The one advantage the gi-
ants had over you — the only real one, the systems they could afford and you couldn't — is

the exact thing whose price just collapsed.

The cartoon-mascot chain wasn't beating Tony on plumbing. It never was. It was beating him
on everything around the plumbing. And everything around the plumbing is precisely what got
cheap.

I'm not telling you Al is magic. It isn't, and anyone who tells you it is wants your money. I'm
telling you something more specific and more useful: the thing that kept you small was never
your skill. It was the cost of the systems you couldn't buy. That cost fell through the floor.
And almost nobody in your industry has noticed yet, which is the best news of all, because it

means you're early.

Don't take my word for the scale of this. Look at Pieter Levels.

One guy. No team, no office, no co-founder, no investors. He builds software products mostly
by himself, leaning hard on Al tools, and one of them — a simple app that turns your photos
into something useful — has by his own public accounting passed a hundred thousand dol-
lars a month. One person, doing the work of a company, reaching the whole planet from a

laptop.

I'm not telling you that to dazzle you, and I'm not telling you to go become a software guy.
You're a plumber, or a dentist, or you run a bakery, or a law practice, or a landscaping crew.
I'm telling you because Levels is just the cook who can finally reach past her one room — the
early, visible proof of a thing that is now available to everyone with real skill and the nerve to
use it. He's not a genius the way you'd think. He's just early, and he's not waiting for

permission.



That's the whole difference. Not talent — you've got talent. Earliness, and nerve.

So back to Tony, steering with his knee, returning calls at 7:41 in the morning, ten times

smaller than a company that does worse work than he does.

Everything you just read, Tony doesn't know yet. He still thinks the big guys are big because
that's how the world works. He still thinks "work on the business, not in it" is a poster, not a
plan. He still thinks his options are: stay this busy forever, or sell out cheap and go work for

someone else.
He's wrong about all three. He's about to find out why — and so are you.

Because there's a reason this is the best possible moment to be the most talented, least orga-
nized company in your market. And it has everything to do with a question that should terri-

fy your biggest competitor and thrill you:

If two people with a couple of laptops could rebuild your best, most profitable line of work in ninety days —

who do you think is more likely to do it first? The bloated giant across town?

Or you?



CHAPTER TWO

You Are the Two People

The wave that's about to drown the slow giants is the same wave that can

carry you. Being small stopped being a ceiling. It became an engine.

few weeks later, Tony lost a big job to the cartoon-mascot chain, and the way he lost
A it is the whole point of this chapter.

A property manager — forty units, the kind of client that changes your year — sent the same
request to Tony and to the chain. Tony saw it at lunch, sat in his truck, and sent back a real

number that afternoon. A price, a plan, a start date.
The chain took eleven days.

Eleven days, because the request had to go to a regional office, which had to route it to a
manager, who had to get it approved by someone above them, who had to wait for the pricing
team, who had to loop in legal because it was a multi-unit contract. By the time their quote
landed in the property manager's inbox, polished and laminated and eleven days late, the
manager had already half-decided.

And then Tony lost anyway.

Because the property manager went with the chain. Bigger felt safer. The logo felt like

insurance.

Tony drove home furious — at the manager, at the chain, at himself. But he was angry at the
wrong thing. He'd just watched, in real time, the single most important fact about this entire
moment in history, and he mistook it for a defeat.

He'd answered in an afternoon. They'd taken eleven days.

That's not a story about Tony losing. That's a story about a giant that cannot get out of its

own way — and a man who has no idea yet that it's the most valuable thing he owns.



"The greatest danger in times of turbulence is not the turbulence — it is to act with yester-

day's logic." — Peter Drucker

Let me say plainly what's actually happening out there, because the hype machine has made

it almost impossible to think clearly about it.

Al is going to come for every business. Yours included. I'm not going to soften that. But
here's the part the doom-sellers leave out, the part that changes everything once you see it:

it's coming for the big, slow, comfortable companies first and hardest.

There's a man named Salim Ismail who studies how organizations live and die, and he puts it
bluntly: Al has already killed the modern corporation — most of them just haven't gotten the
memo yet. He uses an image I can't improve on. When the asteroid hit the dinosaurs, they
didn't all drop dead that afternoon. The sky changed, the food chain broke, and it took gener-
ations for the giants to figure out they were already finished. The small, quick, warm-blooded
creatures scurrying around their feet inherited the earth — not because they were stronger,

but because they could adapt while the big ones couldn't.
You are not the dinosaur in this story.

You've spent your whole career believing your size was a weakness. I'm here to tell you that,
for the first time, your size is the single greatest advantage you have. And to understand why,
you need to understand what's actually wrong with the giant — the real reason it took eleven

days.

Big companies have an immune system.

I mean that almost literally. Over the years, every large organization grows a kind of internal
defense network whose entire job is to stop anything new. It's not a conspiracy and it's not
stupidity. It's antibodies. The legal department exists to find risk. The branding people exist
to protect the brand. IT exists to say "that's not approved." Finance exists to say "not in this

quarter." Each one is doing its job. But stack them together and you get an organism that at-



tacks every new idea on contact — including the good ones. Especially the good ones, because

good ideas are the disruptive ones.

That's why the chain took eleven days. Not because anyone was lazy. Because the request had

to survive the immune system.
Now here's the question that should make you sit up.
How big is your immune system?

You don't have one. You read the request at lunch and you decided. There was no committee,
no approval chain, no quarterly budget cycle, no legal review. There was you, your experi-
ence, and a number. You can decide today and start Monday. The thing the giant would kill in

committee, you can just... do.

For two hundred years, that was a weakness — being small meant you couldn't afford the
machine. Now the machine is cheap (that was Chapter 1) and the machine isn't even the bot-
tleneck anymore. The bottleneck is how fast a human can decide — and on that one measure,
you don't beat the giant by a little. You beat it by a factor of ten. Your decision takes an after-

noon. Theirs takes eleven days, and a meeting, and a slide deck.

Salim Ismail says the old company was organized around hierarchy — layers of people passing
work up and down. The new one has to be organized around intelligence — fast loops, quick
decisions, Al doing the grunt work underneath a human making the call. And the cruel joke
for the giants is this: they have to tear down everything they spent a century building to get
there. The org chart. The middle managers whose entire job was shuffling information be-
tween floors. The five-year plan. The quarterly review as the unit of decision-making. The
comfortable assumption that customers won't leave because switching is annoying. All of it

has to go, and all of it will fight to survive, because that's what immune systems do.

You? You never built any of that. You've got no org chart to dismantle, no middle layer to lay
off, no five-year plan to mourn. The giant has to spend the next several years painfully becom-

ing something you already are: small, fast, and able to turn on a dime.

You're not behind. You're early, and you're built right by accident.



So let's go back to that sentence I left you with at the end of the last chapter, because now

you can feel the full weight of it.

All over the business world right now, in boardrooms at companies a thousand times Tony's
size, executives are being asked one terrifying question by consultants who charge a fortune

to ask it:
Is there a high-margin line of your business that two people with Al could rebuild in sixty to ninety days?

And the honest answer, for most of them, is yes. And it keeps them up at night. They know
that somewhere out there, two people with two laptops could pick off their most profitable
service, do it leaner and faster and cheaper, and start eating their lunch before the giant's im-

mune system even finishes scheduling the meeting about it.
Every consultant in the world is delivering that sentence as a threat.
I'm going to give it to you as an invitation.

Because read it again, slowly, from where you're standing — a person with real skill, real rep-

utation, and no immune system:
Two people with Al could rebuild a high-margin line of business in sixty to ninety days.
You are the two people.

You're not the giant sweating in the boardroom. You're the warm-blooded thing at its feet.
The disruption everyone's so afraid of is not going to come from your biggest competitor —
they're too slow, they're busy defending what they've got. It's going to come from someone
small and fast and skilled who looks at a fat, lazy, high-margin business and thinks, I could do

that better, and now I actually can.

The only question is whether that someone is you, or whether you wait long enough for it to

be somebody else in your town.

Let me ground this so it doesn't float off into motivational fog, and let me do it honestly, be-

cause the honest version is more useful than the hyped one.



You've probably heard about Klarna, the payments company. They put an Al assistant into
their customer service, and in its first month it handled the work of around seven hundred
agents — millions of conversations, with wait times dropping from minutes to seconds.

That's the headline everyone repeats.

Here's the part most people leave out, and it's the part that matters: Klarna didn't fire every-
one and ride off into a fully-automated sunset. They kept humans in the loop. When the
pure-automation approach went too far, they pulled some of it back and put people where
people belonged.

I'm not telling you that to undercut the point. I'm telling you because that's the whole model.
The win wasn't "robots replace humans." The win was a small number of humans, with their
judgment and their taste, sitting on top of an Al that did the heavy, repetitive coordination
underneath them. One person, suddenly able to do what used to take a department — and

still being the human the customer needed when it counted.

That's not a giant's secret weapon. That's your future, scaled down to your size and up to your
ambition. The same arrangement that let Klarna handle the work of seven hundred is the
arrangement that lets Tony handle the work of a regional office — without becoming a re-

gional office.

Which is exactly where Tony's still stuck, by the way.

Because everything I just told you — that he's fast, that he's got no immune system, that he
could be the two people — is true and it's thrilling and it doesn't help him one bit on Monday
morning. He answered that quote in an afternoon, yes. But he answered it from his truck,
with his knee on the steering wheel, in between two jobs, after climbing out from under a

sink.
Being able to move fast doesn't make you free if you're the one who has to do all the moving.

Speed is the advantage. But Tony is still the bottleneck — the only dispatcher, the only closer,
the only craftsman, the only everything. The giant is slow because it has too many people be-
tween the decision and the work. Tony is fast because he has nobody between the decision

and the work, which means there's also nobody to actually do the work but him.



He's about to learn that the goal was never to be the best worker in his company.

The goal is to stop being a worker in it at all.



CHAPTER THREE

Lead, Don't Labor

The most skilled person in the building should own it — not be its hardest-
working employee. Ten times bigger never meant ten times busier. It meant

ten times freer.

O n a Saturday in June, Tony's daughter had a game at ten, and Tony was under a sink.

Not because he had to be, exactly. The job could have waited until Monday. But the
customer had asked for Tony — specifically Tony, none of the other guys, because when it's
your house and your money you want the best — and Tony has never in twenty-two years
learned how to say no to that. Being wanted is the drug. So he told his daughter he'd try to
make the second half, and he didn't make the second half, and he drove home that afternoon
with that particular acid in his stomach that every great owner knows and nobody talks

about.

Here's what makes it cruel. The better Tony gets, the more this happens. His skill, the thing
he's proudest of, is also the thing locking him out of his own life. The more people want Tony
specifically, the less Tony there is to go around, and the more his name becomes a cage with

his face on the door.
He has built a successful business that cannot run for a single day without him standing in-
side it.

We call that a successful business. I want you to look at it again. Tony doesn't own a compa-
ny. Tony owns a job — a very good job, with excellent pay, terrible hours, and a boss

who happens to be him and who never, ever lets him leave.

"No man will make a great leader who wants to do it all himself, or to get all the credit for
doing it." — Andrew Carnegie



Let me ask you the question I've asked a thousand owners, the one that usually gets a long

silence:
Why is the best plumber in the county still the guy under the sink?

Think about how strange that actually is. The most skilled person in the entire operation —
the one whose judgment is worth the most per hour, whose name is the brand, whose repu-
tation built the whole thing — is spending his mornings doing the one task that the least ex-
perienced person could eventually be trained to do. We've got it exactly upside down. We
take our most valuable people and we bury them in the least valuable use of their time, and

we call it dedication.
Now widen it out, because this isn't about plumbing.

Why is the best dentist in town working for a dental group owned by some entrepreneur who
has never held a drill in his life? Think about that arrangement. The skill — the rare, hard-
won, decade-of-training skill — is the employee. And the person who owns the whole chain
of ten clinics, who takes the real money, who builds the real wealth, is someone whose only

talent is organizing. Owning. Running the enterprise.

For two hundred years that made a brutal kind of sense, for the exact reason we covered two
chapters ago: organizing at scale was so expensive that it became a specialty all its own. So
the organizers owned the companies, and the talented worked inside them. The person with

the skill almost never got to be the person with the equity.

But you already know what changed. The cost of organizing — the systems, the coordination,
the whole expensive machine — just collapsed. Which means the old trade is off. The skilled
person no longer has to hand ownership to a professional organizer, because the skilled per-

son can now afford to organize too.

So here is the most important sentence in this book, and I want you to read it like it's ad-

dressed to you personally, because it is:
The person with the skill should own the enterprise.

Not work in it. Not for it. Own it. If you're the best dentist, you should own the chain of ten
clinics — not the guy who can't tell a molar from a marble. If you're the best plumber, Tony's
Plumbing Co. should be a real company with crews and trucks and a brand, and you should be

its CEO, not its hardest-working technician.



The talent should run the empire. For the first time in history, it actually can.

Now I have to stop you, because right about here is where most owners hear all this and im-
mediately point themselves at the wrong target.

When [ say "ten times bigger," a tired voice in your head says: ten times bigger means ten times
busier, and I am already drowning. I cannot answer ten times the calls, climb under ten times the sinks,

work ten times the Saturdays. I'd be dead.

You're right. You would be. And that's the most important thing to get straight before you do
anything else, so let me be blunt about it:

Nobody dreams of being ten times more tired.

That is not the goal. It was never the goal. When I say 10x, I do not mean ten times the
work, ten times the customers, ten times the headaches. That's not growth, that's just a
faster treadmill, and you're already on the treadmill. I mean ten times the profit. Ten times the
reach. A company worth ten times more — one that could be sold, or handed down, or just
runs itself well enough that you finally get the Saturday.

"More customers" is not the dream. Half the time, more customers is the problem. The dream
is more freedom, more money, more meaning, and a business that grows when you're not in

the room.
Hold those two ideas together, because together they're the whole turn this chapter is about:

The most skilled person should own the company — and owning it has to mean working less

inside it, not more.

If becoming the owner just means becoming the most overworked person in a bigger opera-

tion, you haven't escaped the cage. You've just built a bigger one.

So what does the skilled person actually do, if not the work?



This is the part that genuinely excites me, and it's only become possible in the last couple of

years.

When the cost of execution falls toward nothing — when AI and a small crew can handle the
calls, the quotes, the scheduling, the follow-ups, the day-to-day grind — the scarce thing, the
valuable thing, isn't the doing anymore. It's the judgment. The taste. The standard. Knowing
which job is worth taking and which one's a trap. Knowing the right way to talk to a fright-
ened customer whose basement is underwater. Knowing, from one look, that the kid you just

hired is going to be great and the other one isn't. Knowing what "done right" actually means.

That's what you have that took twenty-two years to build and can't be downloaded. And it's

exactly the thing you've had the least time for, because you've been under a sink.

Picture the new arrangement. The grunt coordination — the stuff that used to require a back
office full of people, the stuff the giant pays a fortune for — runs underneath you, handled by
systems that don't sleep. Your crews do the hands-on work, trained to your standard. And
you rise a level. You stop being the wrench and you become the judgment. You set the stan-
dard instead of personally enforcing it on every job. You make the calls that actually need you,

and you let everything else run.

That's not a fantasy version of you. That's just you, finally aimed at the work only you can do
— being the entrepreneur instead of the employee. The Germans, who automated their facto-
ries years ago, found something funny: the factory floors emptied out, but employment didn't
collapse, because people moved up — into solving problems, improving things, handling the
exceptions, using their heads instead of their hands. The work didn't disappear. It got more

human.

That's the move. Hands to head. Labor to leadership. Worker to owner.

Tony, of course, isn't there yet. Tony is in his driveway on a Saturday afternoon with acid in
his stomach, having missed the second half again.

But something's shifting in him. For the first time, he's starting to suspect that the problem
was never that he needed to work harder or get better. He's already the best, and being the
best is what trapped him. The problem is that he's been pouring his rarest talent into the

most ordinary work, and calling the exhaustion a virtue.



He's starting to want something different. Not to be the best plumber doing every job. To be
the man who owns the best plumbing company in the state — and gets to coach his daugh-

ter's team while it runs.

And his very first instinct, the moment he decides that, is going to be the right instinct point-
ed at almost the right thing. He's going to try to get the work off his own back. Get less busy.

Free up his time.
Good. That's exactly where you start.
It's also exactly where most people stop — and mistake the doorway for the room.

Because freeing up your time isn't the dream. It's just the fuel. And what you do with that
fuel is the difference between an owner who finally gets his Saturdays and an owner who

builds something ten times bigger.

Let's get Tony's time back first. Then let's make sure he doesn't waste it.



CHAPTER FOUR

Free Yourself First

Getting your time and your cash back is not the dream. It's the fuel. Most
owners stop the moment they can breathe again — and never build the thing
they were freed to build.

I n September, Tony made it to the whole game.

Both halves. He sat in the folding chair, he watched his daughter score, he high-fived a
dad he'd never had time to meet. And the strangest thing about that afternoon wasn't that he
was there. It was that his phone stayed quiet, and he wasn't worried about it staying quiet,

because he knew that every call coming into Tony's Plumbing was being answered.
Not by Tony. For the first time in twenty-two years, not by Tony.

Over the summer he'd finally done the thing he'd been putting off forever. He'd put a system
underneath the parts of his business that were eating him alive — the parts that had nothing
to do with plumbing. Every call now got answered, day or night, by an assistant that knew
his services, his prices, his calendar. It booked the jobs. It sent the quote and followed up on
it three days later, the follow-up Tony always meant to do and never did. It asked happy cus-

tomers for reviews. It kept the schedule full without Tony touching it.

The change was not subtle. It turned out Tony had been quietly bleeding money for years —
every missed call was a job that went to the cartoon-mascot chain, every un-chased quote
was a customer who drifted. He'd never seen it because you can't see the jobs you never knew
called. Plug those leaks, hand off the busywork, and the business didn't just get calmer. It got
more profitable. Noticeably. Without Tony working a single extra hour — in fact, while he

worked fewer.
He sat in that folding chair and thought: this is it. This is what they were talking about. I'm free.

He was half right. And the other half is the most important thing in this chapter.



"Give me a lever long enough and a place to stand, and I shall move the world." —

Archimedes

Here's what Tony built, named plainly: an engine. The foundation. The boring, beautiful ma-
chinery that every business needs and almost no small business can afford to staff — the an-
swering, the scheduling, the following-up, the marketing that just runs. For a giant, that's a
department with a payroll. For Tony, it's now a system that costs less than one part-time em-

ployee and never calls in sick.

And the engine is real. Don't let me undersell it. Plugging the leaks and handing off the grind
will often make a business something like one and a half, maybe two times more profitable,
and — this matters more — it gives the owner his life back. That's not nothing. For a man

who hasn't seen a full Saturday in two decades, it can feel like everything.
But here's the trap, and I have watched a hundred owners walk straight into it.
The engine is not the dream. The engine is the doorway to the dream.

Getting every call answered is wonderful. It is also not why you're reading this book.
Nobody's grandkids tell stories about how Grandpa really optimized his appointment sched-

uling. "More profitable and less busy" is a fantastic place to stand. It is a terrible place to stop.

Because look at what the engine actually did. It didn't make Tony big. It made Tony free. It
handed him back two things he hasn't had in twenty-two years: time, and spare cash. And

time and spare cash are not the prize.
They're the fuel.

The whole point of freeing yourself is what you do next.

Let me draw the line as clearly as I can, because almost every conversation about "Al for

small business" blurs it, usually on purpose.

There are two completely different things Al can do for you, and they are not the same size.



The first is the engine — what Tony just built. Answer the calls. Fill the calendar. Automate
the marketing. Stop the leaks. This is the foundation, and it's worth roughly doubling your
business and, more importantly, freeing the owner. Most companies selling you "AI" are sell-
ing you this, and they're calling it the revolution. It isn't. It's the baseline. It's table stakes. In a

few years every business will have it, the way every business has a phone.

The second is the growth layer — and this is where the ten-times lives. The growth layer

isn't about doing your current work more efficiently. It's about doing bigger work:

¢ Going after the clients you always felt were out of your league — the forty-unit property

manager, the commercial contracts, the accounts the chain has and you don't.

e Charging what you're actually worth, because you finally have the systems, the reliability,
and the brand to justify it. Pricing power. The single fastest way to more profit that isn't

more work.
e Reaching past your one town — the next county, the next city, a whole region.

¢ Adding entire new lines of business. New revenue streams. The related thing you've

always known you could do and never had a spare hour to start.

That's the 10x. Not "the same business, busier." A bigger, higher, more valuable business. And
here's why the order matters, why this chapter is called Free Yourself First: you cannot chase
the growth layer while you're under a sink. You have no time and no cash and no attention.
The engine exists to create the time and the cash and the attention. It clears the runway. It

doesn't fly the plane.

This isn't a guess about how much of your day could come off your back, either. McKinsey's
researchers estimate that something like half of the activities people are paid to do today
could be automated with technology that already exists — and that small businesses tend to
lag bigger ones on exactly this kind of productivity. Translation: there's a giant pile of your
week that doesn't need you, and clawing it back is the most leveraged move you'll ever make.
Archimedes wanted a lever and a place to stand. The engine is the lever. The time it gives you
back is the place to stand.

Now you can move the world. But only if you actually step off the spot.



So picture the fork in the road in front of Tony, because you're standing at the same one, or

you will be.

Path one: Tony enjoys the engine. He's less busy, he's making more, he makes the games
now. He keeps doing exactly what he's always done — being the best plumber in the county
— just with less stress and a fuller calendar. And that is a genuinely good life. I won't pretend

it isn't. Most owners take path one, and most of them are glad they did.

But path one is still a job. A better job. A job with Saturdays. It's still Tony, personally, being the
business — just a more comfortable version. The day Tony stops, it stops. There's no company
to sell, nothing to hand down, no empire. He freed himself and then sat down in the open

doorway.

Path two: Tony takes that freed-up time and cash and he builds something. He uses the breath-
ing room not to relax into the old business but to grow a new, bigger one — a real company,
with crews and a brand and a reach he never had, worth ten times what his "good job" was

ever worth.
Path two is the rest of this book.

And here's the thing nobody tells you about path two, the thing that stops most people cold
before they start: you do not build the big company by piling more onto the old one. You
don't get to ten times by bolting fancy new parts onto the business that's been running you
ragged. That's how people fail at this — they take their broken, exhausting, Tony-shaped

business and they try to staple a future onto it, and it collapses under the weight.

There's a better way, and it's the most important practical idea in this whole book. You don't

renovate the old house while you're living in it and betting everything on it not falling down.

You build a new one. Quietly. Off to the side. And you let it grow until it's better than the old

one — and then you move in.

Let me show you exactly how.



CHAPTER FIVE

Build the Twin

Don't bolt the future onto your old business and pray. Build a lean, Al-native
version of it off to the side — one piece at a time — and let it grow until it

takes over. You never bet the thing that feeds you.

ony's first real attempt to "modernize" almost soured him on the whole idea, and the
I way it failed is the most useful lesson in this book.

Flush with the win from the engine, he decided to fix the part of his business he hated most:
quoting. Every quote meant Tony driving to the site, eyeballing the job, going home, digging
through supplier prices, doing the math on a legal pad, typing it up, and emailing it two days
later — by which point half the customers had already hired someone faster. So he bought

some Al tool, bolted it onto his existing quoting process, and told it to speed things up.
It was a disaster.

Because the tool just made his bad process faster. His quoting was slow for reasons that had
nothing to do with typing speed — it was tangled up in how he priced, which suppliers he
checked, the back-and-forth with the customer, the way it all lived in his head and nowhere
else. Pour Al into a tangled process and you don't get a clean process. You get a tangled

process that's now also confusing and automated. Faster mess is still mess.

Tony almost quit there. A lot of people do. In fact, most corporate Al projects — the big, ex-
pensive ones with consultants and steering committees — fail for exactly this reason. They
take a process built for humans, full of human hand-offs and approvals and workarounds,
and they jam Al into the gaps. It's like the early days of television, when they put radio an-
nouncers on camera and had them read the radio news into a microphone. New medium, old
habit. They hadn't figured out what TV was for yet. Tony hadn't figured out what Al was for
yet either.

What it's for is not making your old business faster. It's building a new one.



"You never change things by fighting the existing reality. To change something, build a new

model that makes the existing model obsolete." — Buckminster Fuller

Let me tell you about a chocolate company, because it explains everything Tony did next.

In 1976, Nestlé — already a giant — invented a clever little product: a machine that made
perfect espresso from a sealed pod. They called it Nespresso. And for about ten years, it went
nowhere, because they tried to run it inside the mothership. Wrong fit at every turn. The ex-
isting sales force sold groceries to supermarkets; Nespresso needed to sell a luxury experi-
ence to individuals. The existing supply chain, the existing brand, the existing everybody —
all of it quietly rejected the new thing, the way a body rejects a transplant. The antibodies

again.

So eventually Nestlé did the only thing that works. They took Nespresso out. Separate unit,
separate building, separate brand, free from the immune system of the parent company. And
freed from the old machine, it became one of the most profitable things Nestlé has ever
made. There's a Nespresso machine in half the hotel rooms in the world because somebody

finally stopped trying to grow it inside the old company and let it grow beside it.

That's not a fluke. It's the pattern. Amazon didn't build its cloud business inside the retail op-
eration — it built AWS at the edge. Apple built the Macintosh with a small team pulled off to
the side and told to go disrupt the company's own products. The pattern has a name, from
thinkers who study this: disruption happens at the edge, never at the core. You cannot rebuild

the engine of a plane while you're flying it and carrying passengers. You build a new plane.

For a giant, building at the edge is a major undertaking. For you, it's almost unfair how easy
it is — because you're small, and you have no immune system to escape from. You just need

to know to do it.

So here's what Tony did the second time, and here's the method, in plain English.

First, he pictured the finished thing. Before touching a single tool, Tony sat down — with
help — and described what Tony's Plumbing Co. would look like if it were built today, from



scratch, Al-native, by someone who'd never carried the baggage of "how we've always done
it." Not the current business with gadgets bolted on. A clean-sheet version. How would quot-
ing work if it were perfect? How would scheduling, dispatch, follow-up, hiring? You start
from the destination and work backwards to today. (It's called backcasting, and it's the easiest
thing in the world to do in an afternoon of conversation with an AI — picture where you

want to be in three years, then ask what has to be true in one.)

Second, he picked one piece. Just one. Not the whole business — that's how you blow
yourself up. One workflow. He picked the thing that hurt most: quoting. The rule is to
choose a single, well-understood, repeatable piece of the business and rebuild only that, clean-

ly, in the new world.

Third — and this is the part that keeps you safe — he copied it, he didn't move it. The
old quoting process kept running for the real business, untouched. The cash cow was never
at risk. Off to the side, in a lean little setup of its own, Tony built a brand-new Al-native ver-
sion of quoting: redesigned from scratch (not the old mess, sped up — a new process), with
Al doing the heavy lifting underneath. It ran in parallel. If it broke, nothing real broke. The
lights stayed on.

Fourth, he let it prove itself, then let it take over. The new quoting ran alongside the old
one until it was clearly, obviously better — faster quotes, out the same day, more of them
turning into jobs. Once it was winning, Tony retired the old way and the twin took over quot-
ing for the whole company. Then he picked the next piece — scheduling, say — and did it
again. Copy, prove, switch, grow. One workflow at a time, the new Al-native company grew
up beside the old one, organ by organ, until one day Tony looked up and realized the twin

was the business now, and the old exhausting version had quietly faded away.

He never bet the company. He grew a better one inside its own backyard.

I want to name the one decision that made this work, because it's the one most people get

wrong, and it sets up everything that comes later.
Tony did not try to do this alone, and he did not hire a consultant. He found a builder.

There's a world of difference. A consultant studies your business, writes you a beautiful re-

port about what you should do, hands you an invoice, and leaves you exactly where you start-



ed — now with homework. A builder rolls up their sleeves and actually makes the thing: builds
the twin, wires up the Al, gets the new quoting running, stays until it works. When execu-
tion is the whole game, a stack of recommendations is worthless. You don't need someone to

tell you to build a new plane. You need someone who builds planes.

Hold onto that distinction. It's going to matter a great deal at the end of this book, when we
talk about how you actually pull all this off without quitting your day job or losing your

mind.

But first, something happened to Tony's company once the twin was running that he gen-

uinely did not expect.

It became worth something. Not "good income" worth something — asset worth something.
The kind of worth that makes a stranger call you up and ask, carefully, whether you'd ever

consider selling.

And the day Tony got that call, he finally understood the difference between owning a job and

owning a company.



CHAPTER SIX

Worth Owning

A business that needs you every day isn't an asset — it's a job with overhead.
Build one that runs without you and you don't just earn more. You own

something worth more than the earning.

he call came on a Tuesday, and Tony almost didn't take it because he didn't recognize
I the number.

A man's voice, friendly, professional. He ran a group that was buying up home-services com-
panies across the state — plumbing, HVAC, electrical — rolling them together into some-
thing bigger. He'd been hearing Tony's name for a while. He'd noticed Tony's Plumbing was

growing, running clean, showing up everywhere. And he had a careful question:
Would you ever consider selling?

Tony stood in his kitchen holding the phone, and two things hit him at once.
The first was pride, the warm kind. Somebody wanted to buy the thing he'd built.

The second was stranger, and bigger, and it's the reason this chapter exists. Tony realized that
a year and a half ago, this call could not have happened. Not "wouldn't have" — couldn't have.
Eighteen months earlier, there was nothing to buy. Tony's Plumbing was Tony. Take Tony out
and you had an empty truck and a phone that rang for a man who wasn't there. Nobody buys
that. You can't buy a person's two hands and twenty-two years of instinct. The business had

no existence apart from him.

Now it did. It ran on systems. It quoted, scheduled, dispatched, followed up, marketed —
without Tony standing in the middle of it. It had crews trained to a standard and a brand peo-
ple trusted and revenue that showed up whether Tony was at a job site or at his daughter's
game. Which meant, for the first time, it was a thing. A thing separate from the man. A thing

with a value you could put a number on.



Tony had spent twenty-two years building a job. In eighteen months he'd built an asset. And

he was only just now learning the difference.

"The most important thing is figuring out how big a moat there is around the business." —
Warren Buffett

Here's a line I want you to tape to your bathroom mirror:
A business that depends on you every day is not an asset. It's a job with overhead.

I know that stings, because the dependence feels like importance. They need me. Nothing hap-
pens without me. We wear it like a medal. But flip it around and look at what it really is: if the
business cannot survive a week without you, then you don't own a business. The business
owns you. And worse — you have nothing you can ever sell, hand down, or step back from,

because the moment you leave, the value walks out the door with you.

There's a man named John Warrillow who wrote a whole book on this, and he boils it to one
brutal sentence: buyers don't buy businesses that depend on the owner. Think about why. If I buy
Tony's Plumbing and Tony is the business, then I haven't bought a company — I've bought a
hostage situation, where the one asset can quit, retire, or get hit by a bus. No one pays real
money for that. They pay real money for a machine that keeps running after the founder

hands over the keys.

And here's the part that matters even if you never, ever want to sell: Warrillow's point isn't
really about selling. It's that the goal is to be sellable — because a business that could be sold is a
business that runs without you, and a business that runs without you is the only kind that
ever sets you free. Sellable is just another word for free. You might never take the offer. But

you want to be the kind of company that gets the call.

Most owners never will. There's a survey by PwC that always stops me cold: only about a
third of family businesses have an actual, written plan for what happens when the founder
steps away. Two-thirds — people who've poured their lives into something — have built a
thing that quietly dies, or stalls, the day they stop showing up. Not because they didn't care.

Because they were too busy being the business to ever build the company.

You're not going to be in that two-thirds. That's the whole point of the twin you just built.



Let me put words to the thing Tony stumbled into, because it's the difference between a good

income and real wealth, and almost nobody explains it to small-business owners.

Income is what you get paid for your time and your work. It's wonderful, it pays the mort-
gage, and it stops the moment you do. Trade hours for dollars, even a lot of dollars, and you

still have a job.

Equity is something you own that has value whether you're working or not. A company, a
brand, systems, a customer base, a name — a thing that exists in the world and keeps being
worth something while you sleep. Equity is what investors buy. Equity is what gets handed
to your kids. Equity is what someone calls you on a Tuesday and offers to purchase. Income

feeds you. Equity frees you.

For two centuries, the person with the skill got income and the person who owned the compa-
ny got equity — and we already covered why: building a real, ownable, runs-without-you com-
pany was so expensive that only the organizers could afford it. The skilled stayed on wages.

The owners built wealth.

The twin breaks that, finally. When you build the Al-native company beside your old one,
you're not just getting less busy or more profitable. You're converting a job into equity. You're

building the thing that has value apart from you. That's what made Tony's phone ring.

Now, I have to deal with a fear that's probably sitting in your chest right now, because every

owner feels it when they hear all this.

If AI can do so much of the work — the quoting, the scheduling, the coordination, the systems — then
what's left that's mine? If execution gets that cheap, what stops two other people with laptops from doing

to me exactly what I'm doing to the chain? Where's my moat?

It's the right question. Here's the honest, and genuinely reassuring, answer: the things that

are hardest to copy are exactly the things you already own and Al can't manufacture.

Your craft — the real, deep, hard-won judgment in your head. The stuff that isn't written

down anywhere because you learned it on ten thousand jobs. Al is astonishing at the things



that are written down. It's helpless at the things that only live in a master's instincts. That

tacit knowledge is a moat, and it's yours, and twenty-two years built it.

Your brand — the trust. When people on the hill have a flooded basement at midnight, they
call Tony because the name means safe. That emotional thing, that reputation, took decades

and can't be downloaded.

Your relationships — the customers who'd never leave, the suppliers who pick up at 6 a.m.,

the crew who'd run through a wall for you.

And the strangest, most powerful moat of all: your learning speed. If you keep getting bet-
ter, keep adapting, keep improving faster than anyone around you, nobody ever catches you,
because by the time they copy where you were, you've moved. In a world where execution is
cheap, the company that learns fastest wins. That's not a big company's advantage. With no

immune system slowing you down, it's yours.

Buffett built the richest investing career in history asking one question about every business:
how wide is the moat? Here's the joke nobody told you. Al doesn't fill in your moat. It hands
you the tools to finally dig it wider — to scale the craft, the brand, the relationships, the learn-

ing, all the things that were trapped at the size of one tired owner.

One more piece, and it's the one that decides whether what you build is really yours.

The old way of running a business meant renting everything. Your customer information
lived inside somebody else's software. Your operations ran on systems you licensed and could
never change. Your data was held hostage by vendors who had every reason to keep it locked
up, and you bolted whatever Al you could on top of a stack you didn't own and couldn't

control.

The new way — the twin — lets you flip that. You own the thing now: your own data, in your
hands; software actually built around how you work instead of you bending to fit it; the Al
and the systems sitting on top, yours to direct. A company assembled from things you own is
worth more — and is more truly yours — than one stitched together from things you rent.
This is the literal meaning of a phrase I'll come back to at the end of this book: we don't hand

you tools — we build you a company. A company you own, top to bottom.



So Tony stood in his kitchen, holding the phone, with a real offer forming on the other end.

And he said no.

Not because it was a bad offer. Because somewhere in that phone call he understood, for the
very first time, what he was actually holding. He didn't own a job anymore. He owned a com-

pany — a real one, that ran without him, that someone wanted badly enough to buy.
And if it was worth that much now, sitting still...

what could it be worth if he finally went and built the thing he'd been dreaming about for fif-

teen years?



CHAPTER SEVEN

Act on the Dream

The time and money Al frees up is fuel. Most owners spend it being a little
less tired. The entrepreneur spends it building the thing they shelved years
ago — and finally becomes who they were always able to be.

wo years after he climbed out from under that first sink, Tony was standing in an
I empty storefront one town over, holding a set of keys that weren't for a truck.

It was going to be the second location. Tony's Plumbing Co., Riverside branch — its own
crew, its own trucks, run by a young foreman Tony had spotted early and groomed for exactly
this. Tony wasn't going to work in it. He was going to open it, set the standard, and let it run,
the same way the first one now ran. One location had become a company. A company was

about to become a chain.

And here's the thing he kept turning over in his head as he stood there: this was the easy part
now. The systems already existed. The twin already ran quoting and scheduling and dispatch
and marketing. Opening location number two wasn't a heroic act of starting over — it was
copying a thing that worked. The hard, expensive, soul-crushing part of expansion, the part that
used to require an army and a fortune, was already built and already paid for. He was just

pressing print.

But the second location wasn't even the thing Tony was most excited about. Because in the
back of his mind, for fifteen years, there'd been another idea. A flat-rate emergency plumbing
service — guaranteed response time, fixed prices, no nasty surprises on the invoice — the
thing he'd always known the market was missing and always known he could build, if he ever

had a spare year and a spare dollar, which he never did.
Now he had both.

The exhausted plumber under the sink had become something else without quite noticing

the moment it happened. He'd become an entrepreneur.



"The best way to predict the future is to invent it." — Alan Kay

This is the chapter where "owner" finally turns into "entrepreneur," and I want to be precise

about the difference, because it's not a personality trait. It's a position.

An owner has a business. An entrepreneur has the freedom — the time, the cash, the sys-
tems, the headspace — to keep building businesses. The only thing that ever stood between
the two was resources. The dream was never the problem. Every owner I've ever met has a
dream filed under "someday": the second location, the product, the franchise, the related ven-
ture, the thing they'd build if they weren't so buried. "Someday" isn't a date. It's a polite way

of saying never, because I have no time and no money and no spare self to throw at it.

What AI actually does — under all the noise — is attack the "no time and no money" directly.
The engine gave Tony his hours and his cash back. The twin turned his job into a company
that runs and grows without him. And the moment you have hours, cash, and a company
that doesn't need you standing in it, "someday" becomes a calendar date. The fuel was the

whole point. This chapter is what you do with the fuel.

You expand. You take the thing that works and you copy it into new places, new markets, the
next county, the next city — reach you could never afford before. You build the new thing,
the venture you shelved, designed from day one to be ten times bigger than the original. You
hand real opportunity to your people — make the foreman a partner, give the crew a stake,
build a place the best want to come work because there's a future in it, not just a paycheck.
You think bigger than your town, because American small businesses are admired all over the
world and there's no law that says the best plumbing company in the county can't become the

best in the state, the region, the country.

This is what 10x was always supposed to mean. Not ten times more tired. Ten times more

built. A bigger life, not just a busier one.

Now let me put some real, checkable names to this, because I promised you on page one I
wouldn't traffic in fairy tales, and because you should know these aren't unicorns — they're

regular people who were early.



Marc Lou has no employees. None. Working essentially solo, leaning on Al to build and run a
family of small software products, he's publicly reported making over a million dollars in a

single year. One person.

Maor Shlomo started a company called Base44 as a one-person experiment, with Al writing
much of the code. He sold it to Wix for eighty million dollars in cash — about six months af-
ter starting. (He'd grown a tiny team by the end, to be fair to the facts; but it began as one

person and an idea.)

Danny Postma built a tool that turns your selfies into professional headshots — started solo

— and by his own account it reached hundreds of thousands of dollars a month.

I'm not telling you these stories to make your plumbing business feel small. I'm telling you
them because every one of these people is doing, in software, the exact thing now available to
you in your trade: one skilled person, using Al to carry the systems an entire company used to
require, reaching further and building bigger than any solo operator in history could have
dreamed. They're not our customers. I'm not claiming we built their companies. They're proof
of the weather — evidence that the climate genuinely changed, that this is real and happening
and not a pitch.

And notice what they all have in common. None of them waited for permission. None of
them had a big team or a big budget. They were early, and they had nerve. That's it. That's the

whole secret, again: the door is open, and most people haven't walked through yet.

Wherever you're standing right now, there's a bigger version of this for you.

If you're a freelancer — a one-person operation, just you and your skill — the dream is a real
company. Not more gigs. A business with your name on it that does the work and earns the
money even on the days you don't.

If you're a small owner with a crew or two, like Tony was, the dream is a company that runs
without you — more locations, more profit, more freedom, and finally a Saturday that's actual-

ly yours.

And if you already run a real company, the dream is bigger still — 10x it, spin up new ven-

tures, build the empire, become the person who starts things instead of the person trapped



running one thing forever.

Different starting lines. Same road. Every one of them just became possible to walk in a way

it wasn't three years ago.

So that's the vision, and I've now shown you the whole arc. Free yourself with the engine.
Build the asset with the twin. Convert your job into equity worth owning. And then spend
the freedom building the dream you shelved.

Tony walked it. Best plumber in the county, drowning under a sink, to a man holding the

keys to a second location with a third idea already burning in his pocket.
Which is exactly the moment you're entitled to get suspicious of me.

Because it's a beautiful story when I tell it in a few thousand words. But you're not a charac-
ter in a book. You're a real person with a real business, real bills, real exhaustion, and — let's
be honest — no tech team, no spare year, and no idea how to actually build a twin or wire up
an engine or do any of the things I've made sound so tidy. "Just build an Al-native version of
your company at the edge" is easy for me to type and absurd to expect a busy plumber to pull

off alone on a Sunday night.
So let me drop the story for a chapter and answer the only question that actually matters:

How do you, specifically, actually do this — without quitting, without a computer science de-

gree, and without betting the business that feeds your family?



CHAPTER EIGHT

It's Yours to Build

You don't need to become a programmer or quit your business to do this. You
need a partner who builds — not one who consults — and an honest first
step that costs you nothing. The best business now wins. The only question is
whether yours decides to be big.

I et me answer the question straight, because you've earned a straight answer.

No, you are not going to build a twin by yourself on a Sunday night. You're a plumber,
or a dentist, or you run a bakery or a law practice or a landscaping crew. You are ex-
traordinary at your craft and you have no business spending your evenings learning to wire
up Al systems, any more than I have any business doing your trade. That was never the plan.
If the message of this book were "go teach yourself to be a software company," it would be a

cruel book, and a stupid one.

Here's how it actually works.

"The future is already here — it's just not evenly distributed." — William Gibson

Tony didn't do it alone. He found a partner. And the kind of partner mattered more than any-

thing, so let me say it as plainly as I can:
He found a builder, not a consultant.

I planted this back in the chapter on the twin, but now it's the whole game, so let's be clear
about the difference. A consultant studies your business, runs some workshops, and hands
you a thick, beautiful report about what you should do — along with an invoice. Then they
leave, and you're standing there exactly where you started, except now you have homework

you don't have time to do. The plan was never the hard part. Building the thing is the hard part.



A report doesn't answer your phone, quote your jobs, or grow your company. Working sys-

tems do.

A builder is different. A builder sits down with you, figures out the plan and then makes it real
— designs the engine and actually installs it, builds the twin and actually runs it, stays until
the thing is working and keeps it working. When execution is the entire game, you don't

need advice. You need someone who builds.

That's the company behind this book. I told you on page one it was coming, so it's no sur-
prise: it's called Equitize, and what we do is exactly this — an expert human team, using the
best Al there is, that plans and builds and runs the systems with you. Not "an Al spits out a
plan and good luck." Real people, doing the building, the way Tony's builder did it for him.

And notice the order we do it in, because it's the same arc you just read:

1. Strategy and roadmap — backcast the Al-native version of your business; decide what
to build first.

2. Modernize and stabilize — put in the engine, plug the leaks, get every call answered,

free up your time and cash.

3. Build the twin — the Al-native company beside your old one, one workflow at a time,

never betting the cash cow.

4. Scale to 10x and investor-ready — turn the job into equity: systems, brand, a

company worth owning and, if you ever want, selling.

5. Act on the dream — use the freedom to expand, to launch, to build the thing you
shelved.

That's not a coincidence. The book is the map; the partnership is the guide who walks it with
you. You stay the craft and the judgment and the soul of the whole thing. We carry the load

around it.

Now here's the part that I suspect you won't quite believe until you see it, and it's the part

I'm proudest of.

The first step costs you nothing, and we will tell you the truth even when the truth is bad for

us.



It starts with a free 10x Growth Plan — a real, honest, specific plan for how your business
could grow ten times, built for you, yours to keep. And here's the promise that I know
sounds too good, so read it slowly: that plan will tell you, plainly, the parts you should do
without us. Where you'd be better off using a tool you already have. Where a different compa-
ny is a better fit. Where you can simply do it yourself. If there's a piece of your growth we're

not the right people to build, we'll say so, in writing.

Why would a company do that? Because I'd rather earn your trust than trap your signature. A
partner who only ever says "hire us for everything" isn't a partner; he's a salesman. The will-
ingness to tell you where you don't need us is the entire point — it's how you know the rest
of the advice is honest. We're new. I'm not going to insult you with fake testimonials and in-
vented numbers; you've noticed there are none in this book. We'd rather show you something

real and let you decide.

That's the offer. A free, honest plan to start. A team that builds, not consults. And complete

honesty about where we fit and where we don't.

Let me pull all the way back now, because this was never really just about Tony, or about you,

or about one company getting bigger.

For two hundred years, the best business almost never won. The best-funded business won.
The best-organized won. The one that could afford the systems won. Talent — real, rare, hard-
won skill — sat in the passenger seat while capital and scale drove. That was the deal, and we

all made our peace with it because there was no alternative.
There's an alternative now.

The single thing that gave the giants their power — affordable coordination, systems at scale,
the expensive machine — just became available to anyone with the skill and the nerve to use
it. Which means, for the first time in the history of commerce, the best business can actu-
ally win. Not the best-funded. The best. The great cook. The master plumber. The brilliant
dentist. The family bakery that's been packed for thirty years. All of them, suddenly able to be
as big as they are good.

William Gibson said the future is already here, it's just not evenly distributed. He's right.

This future has already arrived for a handful of early, nervy people — the Marc Lous and the



Maor Shlomos, and yes, the Tonys. It just hasn't reached most of your industry yet. The peo-
ple who study this expect what's coming to be not a wave of unemployment but a blossoming
of new companies — more businesses, started by smaller and braver teams, than the world
has ever seen. (That's a forecast, not a fact, and I'll label it as one. But the early signs are real:
even the big banks' own researchers note that Al is being adopted fastest by the smallest,

newest firms. The equalizer is already moving.)

If a million skilled owners walk through this door — a million Tonys deciding to be as big as
they're good — it doesn't just change a million businesses. It rebuilds Main Street. It puts
ownership back in the hands of the people with the talent. It makes the economy, from the

ground up, a place where being excellent is finally enough.

That's the world we're trying to build. We can't build it without the people who have the
skill. We can't build it without you.

The door is open. It will not stay this wide forever — being early is an advantage precisely be-

cause most people are late.

So the only real question left is the one I'll leave you with.



The Invitation

You have the skill. The door is open. Here is the first step.

ive years on, Tony almost never gets a wrench out anymore — and the funny thing is,
F he's never been more of a plumber.

There are four locations now. The flat-rate emergency service he dreamed about for fifteen
years runs in three cities and is about to be in a fourth. His old foreman owns a piece of the
company and runs the original branch better than Tony ever did. The crews are trained to a
standard Tony set and now mostly maintains by exception — he steps in when something's
hard, when something's new, when judgment is actually required, which is the only work he

ever really wanted to be doing in the first place.

He coaches his daughter's team. He took his wife to Italy. The business grew the whole time

he was gone.

That man — the one in Italy whose company is growing without him — and the man we met
on his knees under a stranger's sink at 6:40 in the morning are the same person. Same skill.

Same trade. Same twenty-two years of instinct. Nothing about Tony changed.

What changed is that he stopped being the best worker in his business and became the own-
er of the best business in his field. He stopped laboring and started leading. He stopped trad-

ing his hours for income and started building something he owns.

He didn't get luckier. He didn't get smarter. He got early, and he had the nerve to walk

through a door that was standing open the whole time.

That door is standing open in front of you right now.

You already have the part that's impossible to teach and impossible to copy: the skill, the rep-

utation, the decades in your craft. That was always the hard part, and you already did it.



Everything else — the systems, the scale, the company, the reach, the equity — used to be
the privilege of people with capital and an army. Now it can be built for you, around the thing

you're already great at, for a fraction of what it ever cost.
You were never small because you weren't good enough.
You were small because you couldn't afford to be big.

That is no longer true. And the only thing standing between you and the bigger thing you've
been quietly dreaming about is the decision to start — early, even imperfectly, even a little

scared — while the door is still this wide.

So here's the first step, and it costs you nothing: get your free 10x Growth Plan. A real, hon-
est, specific look at how your business could grow ten times — yours to keep, ours to build
with you, or yours to run however you like. No fake numbers. No pressure. Just the truth

about what's possible, and an honest map of how to get there.

Tony's already through the door. So are the early ones. The question isn't whether this future

is coming — it's here, it's just not evenly distributed yet.
The question is the one this whole book was written to ask you:

The best business now wins. The only question left is whether yours decides to be big.



Notes & Sources

A promise runs through this book: no invented numbers, no fake testimonials, and every real
person named here is one you can look up. Tony is the one exception, and an open one —
he's a composite character, the way Sarah is in The E-Myth Revisited: a stand-in for every great
owner, used so we'd have someone to follow. Everything attributed to a real person or insti-

tution below is real and checkable.

Ideas & quotes

e Ronald Coase, The Nature of the Firm (1937). The Nobel-winning idea that firms exist
because coordinating work has a cost, and grow as long as it's cheaper to coordinate

inside than out. The spine of Chapters 1-2.

* Michael E. Gerber, The E-Myth Revisited. "Go to work on your business rather than in it";

the owner trapped as technician.

e Andrew Carnegie. "No man will make a great leader who wants to do it all himself, or to

get all the credit for doing it."

e Peter Drucker. "The greatest danger in times of turbulence is not the turbulence — it is

to act with yesterday's logic."

¢ Archimedes. "Give me a lever long enough and a place to stand, and I shall move the

world."

¢ Buckminster Fuller. On building a new model that makes the existing one obsolete;

disruption at the edge.
e Warren Buffett. The "moat" — the durable competitive advantage around a business.

e John Warrillow, Built to Sell. "Buyers don't buy businesses that depend on the owner";

the goal is to be sellable.
e Alan Kay. "The best way to predict the future is to invent it."
o William Gibson. "The future is already here — it's just not evenly distributed."

e Salim Ismail, Exponential Organizations / the "organizational singularity" work

(openexo.com). Source for the asteroid-and-dinosaur framing, the organizational



nn

"immune system," "organize around intelligence, not hierarchy," and the build-the-twin-at-
the-edge method. Salim's forward-looking figures (e.g. how lean future companies
become, how fast twins improve) are his forecasts; where referenced, they're labeled as

forecasts, not asserted as fact.

Stats (real, with the honest caveats)

McKinsey Global Institute — roughly half of current work activities are automatable
with already-existing technology; small and mid-sized businesses tend to lag larger firms

in productivity. (Paraphrase of MGI automation research.)

PwC Family Business Survey — only about a third of family firms have a robust,

documented succession plan.

¢ JPMorganChase Institute — Al adoption is rising fastest among the smallest and newest

firms.

Real people (proof of what's possible — not Equitize clients)

Pieter Levels (@levelsio) — solo builder; an Al-powered app reported by him at over
$100,000/month. (Self-reported.)

Maor Shlomo / Base44 — began as a roughly one-person, Al-built project; sold to Wix
for about $80M in cash within roughly six months. (TechCrunch, 2025. Had grown a
small team by the sale.)

Marc Lou — no employees; publicly reported over $1M in a year across small software
products. (Self-reported.)

Danny Postma / HeadshotPro — solo founder; AI headshot tool reported in the
hundreds of thousands of dollars per month. (Self-reported.)

Klarna — an Al assistant handled the work of roughly 700 agents in its first month; the
company also kept humans in the loop and pulled back where full automation went too

far. (Company statements; the nuance is the point.)

Self-reported figures are exactly that — the founders' own public numbers, not audited. They're included be-

cause they're named and checkable, and excluded everywhere they couldn't be.



