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To my mum and dad,
thank you for everything you’ve done for me.
I’m lucky to be your son, love you.
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INTRODUCTION




On a bright sunny morning in 1990, a woman stood outside the glass walls of the neonatal intensive-care unit in a Belfast hospital. A nurse, noticing the woman’s gaze, pointed to a newborn baby who lay snugly in an incubator. Fresh scars dotted the infant’s tiny body, the largest stretching from one side of its stomach to the other.





‘Oh, that poor thing,’ said the nurse. ‘I feel so bad for that child’s parents. That baby has cystic fibrosis. Life is over for those parents. They’ll have oxygen tanks in every room. They won’t be able to travel or put him into normal schools. He’s basically a dead weight to that family.’


The nurse walked away. But the woman, who had been staring at her son, remained. That woman was my mum. And the baby, of course, was me.


This story still pains me. No parent should ever have to hear such things about their child. To be fair, at the time, the nurse’s gloomy outlook wasn’t off base. Back then, the outlook for cystic fibrosis (or ‘CF’) wasn’t great. Even today, with some significant medical advances, cystic fibrosis is a potentially life-threatening disease that affects the respiratory system, digestive system and reproductive system.


Fortunately for my parents, and for me, the nurse was wrong. Growing up, while I did have other challenges, my lung capacity was hardly an issue – there were no oxygen tanks, thank goodness. I went to the same schools as my two siblings. We did occasionally travel as a family. Not to mention the other surprises and joys life has brought me: who would have guessed that I would one day become an award-winning bodybuilder, a fitness model, and the subject of a television documentary? I’ve gone surfing in Costa Rica, I’ve paddle-boarded from the Bahamas to Florida to raise money for cystic fibrosis, and I’ve used my likeness to superhero Thor to inspire children with CF. Best of all, I have a job I love. As a health and fitness coach, I help people all over the world to get stronger, fitter, healthier and happier.


As a child, without even realising it, there was a part of me that said: No way. No way am I going to let my CF hold me back.


Maybe, in a weird way, that nurse did me a favour. While I’m sure it wasn’t her intention, she was placing limitations on me right from the start, declaring the boundaries of my potential just days after I was born. She was the first, but not the last person to define my limits for me. Sometimes I wonder whether these imposed limits sparked a kind of rebellion within my subconscious. As a child, without even realising it, there was a part of me that said: No way. No way am I going to let my CF hold me back. No way am I going to miss out on all that life has to offer. Right from the get-go, I was fiercely determined to live not just a ‘normal’ life, but a full, meaningful life. And I’ve always refused to let so-called limitations stand in my way.


That said, I still have to pinch myself sometimes when I look at what I’ve been able to experience and accomplish so far. Especially considering the fact that, while I had a relatively normal childhood, I was far from a prodigy when it came to sports and fitness. I was shy, small and not particularly gifted when it came to sports. Truth is, I was a big nerd – well, a little big nerd – growing up. My imagination was my strongest muscle, and I was more interested in video games than sports. That’s not to say I didn’t try. For example, at seven years old I played Saturday-morning football with my friends. (It was a tough choice between that and watching Pokémon, but somehow the football won out … most of the time.) I probably played thirty or forty games, and I gave it my best effort every time. But I only ever scored once.


At eleven years old, in secondary school, I started to play rugby. I really wanted to make the team, so I practised every single evening in our home garden, kicking the ball as high as I could and attempting to catch it over and over again, even as my hands got increasingly raw and sore, late into the chilly autumn evenings. Despite my best efforts, the coach usually kept me on the sidelines as a substitute. (And that’s saying something, because we were not a good rugby school. Trust me on that.) I spent a lot of time on the sidelines with my dad, watching everyone else play, desperately hoping for an opportunity to prove that I was good enough to be on the team – but I rarely got the chance.
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With my mum after my meconium ileus surgery
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My favourite homemade superhero costume


I was an active kid, always running around and playing with my older brother and friends. So it’s hard to say why sports weren’t my thing: did it have to do with my CF? Was there some kind of psychological barrier? I honestly don’t know. Certainly, my parents never held me back or tried to discourage me from playing sports. I know a lot of parents who have children with CF, and the natural response is to bubble-wrap their children and protect them at all costs. Thankfully, mine didn’t do that to me: they made sure I was safe, but aside from that, they let me be a kid. Further, my dad served as a remarkable role model by taking good care of his own health. He went through a simple workout every evening, consisting of push-ups, pull-ups and sit-ups. Naturally, I wanted to imitate him – he was my hero. By the time I was six years old, that little routine became so ingrained in me that I couldn’t fall asleep without it.


While sports didn’t interest me that much, by the time I turned sixteen, I was sick of being ‘the small one’. I wanted to be bigger, more muscular, and – if I’m being completely honest – I wanted girls to like me. For Christmas, my parents got my brother and me a multigym (a big workout machine). I went through the manual and did every exercise that you could possibly do on the machine, and I kept at it. My efforts paid off; I started to gain muscle on my lean 59 kilo (130 lb; that’s 9 stone 2 for my fellow Brits) frame.


It might not have been my explicit motivation, but getting stronger did help quiet the fearful little voice in my head: the voice that worries about getting sick, about being hooked up to oxygen tanks, about missing out on the long, full life I’ve always wanted. As I gained physical strength and size, my fear and worry seemed to shrink. This was my first taste of how empowering it can feel to take ownership over one’s own health. Unfortunately, I would soon learn that the reverse is also true: it can be profoundly disempowering to lose control of your health and wellbeing. And there’s nothing quite like the sheer terror of losing your most life-giving force – your ability to breathe.


At the age of twenty, while enrolled in a higher national diploma programme to pursue a career in the film industry, I noticed that something wasn’t right. The first sign appeared on holiday. The moment my family arrived at our villa in Florida, I jumped into the pool for a swim. But as I dived underwater, I felt myself gasping for breath. My lungs couldn’t seem to get enough air. I felt a twinge of worry, but brushed it off, chalking it up to the fact that I hadn’t been particularly active recently.


When we arrived home, I raced up the stairs to my bedroom, which was on the top floor of our three-storey Victorian house. I always ran up as quickly as I could go, but this time I found myself panting heavily. Light-headedness washed over me the moment I got to the top. Once again, I tried to dismiss the reaction. But when the same breathlessness came over me the next day, I couldn’t deny it any longer. I told my mum about my symptoms and before I knew it, I was sitting in the CF clinic being pumped full of intravenous antibiotics.


It turned out I’d acquired a chest infection. The doctors assessed my lung function at 66 per cent. (For context, lung function refers to what would be considered typical for someone of a similar size, sex, age and weight – without CF.) CF can affect lung function, and even cause respiratory failure. But that had never been my issue; rather, it was digestive issues that had plagued my childhood, which contributed to two hospitalisations with bowel obstructions. Growing up, my lung function typically came in around 100 per cent – in other words, normal.


This was new, and it was not a welcome surprise.


I made a pact with myself: I will do absolutely everything I can to get healthy again, and stay that way.


All I wanted to do was go home and hang out with my friends, but the doctor told me I couldn’t leave the clinic until my lung function had improved to a tolerable degree. So instead of goofing off like a typical teenager, I sat woefully in a hospital bed, hooked up to scary-looking equipment and feeling like my entire life had changed in a flash.


One morning during my stay in the clinic, I woke up to a sound like I’d never heard before, coming from across the hall. I was certain it must be a machine: surely this wet, growling, grinding, hacking noise couldn’t come from a human being. It sounded like Gollum coughing up a hairball. Every time I heard it, a chill went down my spine. Something about the noise was deeply unsettling.


I continued to hear it periodically, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. Then, one afternoon, the door across the hall swung open. I leaned over to peek into this mysterious room. What I saw made my heart sink.


It was another room, just like mine. No machines. Just a nurse tending to a frail old man. The man was hunched over, his spine curved, his arms as thin as twigs, a wretched cough coming from deep within his lungs.


Until then, I didn’t know a person could make such a sound.


Later that day, I walked past the man’s room, where patient details were scrawled on a white board. I stole a glance and immediately wished I hadn’t. The man was not a man but a boy – just a few years older than me. He, too, had CF. Is this my future? I thought. Is this what lies in store for me? I stumbled back to bed in tears.


These days, I think about that boy with deep sympathy and compassion. I truly wish he could have experienced a different outcome. But at the time, all I felt was fear and self-preservation. I really, really, really didn’t want to end up like him.


At that moment, I made a pact with myself: When I get out of here, I will do absolutely everything I can to get healthy again, and stay that way.


After approximately two weeks, the antibiotics started to kick in and work their magic. My lung function was still poor (around 73 per cent or so) but good enough for the doctors to release me. It was finally time to go home. I had never been so happy to sleep in my own bed.


From then on, I kept my promise. In addition to going to the gym regularly, I worked diligently on my cardio. Before every workout I ran a mile on the treadmill. At the time, I hadn’t quite cottoned on to the way other health practices like sleep, stress management and nutrition could play a role, but I knew for certain that prioritising cardiovascular health was a must. Slowly – very slowly – my lung function improved. Every three months I returned to the clinic to have it tested, and at each visit it was a little bit better.


Then, two years later, at twenty-two, just when I thought I was out of the woods, I came down with another chest infection. And this time it was worse.


Once again, I found myself sitting in a hospital chair, feeling like C-3PO, with my arms outstretched awkwardly, one stuffed with a long line IV, the other painful and taut with cellulitis after the first attempt at a long line didn’t work.


Two weeks went by with no apparent improvement. Eventually, a visiting CF specialist knocked on my hospital-room door, an army of medical students in tow. They discussed my case at the foot of my bed without even acknowledging me, which made me feel a bit like a zoo animal. After ten minutes of this oddly one-sided interaction, I got fed up.


‘What’s going on?’ I asked the doctor. ‘Why am I still here?’


The specialist – the person who was supposed to be the foremost expert on my condition – answered bluntly, ‘We don’t know.’


‘What does that mean?’ I asked.


‘The antibiotics don’t seem to be working,’ he replied plainly. ‘We’re monitoring your progress, but at this point, we’re just shooting in the dark.’


‘Does that mean I won’t get any better?’


‘You might not see much of an improvement,’ he answered. And with that, he and the medical students filed out of the door.


And that’s when I heard it. Another voice – my own, internal voice – coming from deep within.


Resolutely, the voice inside me said, He’s wrong.


I trusted this voice. Something about what the doctor said just didn’t add up. I knew I could feel better than this. After all, I’d improved my lung function and capacity before. Who’s to say I couldn’t do it again? With that decision made, I called the nurse and requested a stationary exercise bike for my room. I wasn’t going to let my lack of freedom limit me.


The days dragged on, but I was determined to remain hopeful. And slowly, things did get better. Once my lung function hit 76 per cent – after fourteen days in the hospital – the doctors sent me home. I returned to life with a crystal-clear goal: I was going to restore my lung function to 100 per cent. I’d settle for nothing less.


Once again, I focused on building up my cardiovascular capacity. I started with cycling, and then graduated to short runs every morning. I began with 300 metres, then slowly, over the course of several weeks, graduated to 500 metres. Then to 700 metres, then to a kilometre. Bit by tiny bit, my lung function – and with it, my endurance and stamina – improved.


My progress was not a straight line. A few weeks after my hospital stay, while training with my friends in the gym, I suddenly felt submerged by fatigue. My brain was raring to go, but my body was telling me a different story. I sat down on a bench, disappointment curdling in my stomach.


Maybe I should just quit, I thought to myself. This is embarrassing. This sucks. I’ve been doing this for ages, and I’m not making progress. It’s going nowhere.


I gazed at the rack of dumbbells that seemed to be taunting me. Before my hospitalisation, I could move them all so easily. But now, even the lighter weights felt like a struggle. My shoulders slumped.


Yet something shifted as I sat on the bench. Slowly, I got my breath back. My energy perked up just enough so I could get up and complete the rest of my gym session, making modifications as needed. It wasn’t my best, strongest workout ever. But I got it done. I left the gym that day with a new promise to myself: to just keep showing up.


That remained my approach, day after day, week after week, month after month.


One year and ten months later, I returned to the clinic for yet another check. I did the lung-function test, my heart racing and my head pounding as I breathed into the little tube. I wanted nothing more than to see the number I’d been working towards for so long. I closed my eyes and repeated the same words to myself over and over: Please let it be 100 per cent.


As my clients worked towards their goals, I’d be right there with them – a fellow warrior in the quest towards health and fitness.


And there it was.


I’d done it. My lung function was back to normal. It was the most rewarding feeling of my life. A wave of pride washed over me.


I may have reached my goal, but I knew the real work was far from over. It had become obvious to me that while other people might get to ignore their health – skip the gym, eat whatever they want, tell themselves they’ll get around to taking care of themselves ‘one day’ – I didn’t have that luxury. If I wanted to live a full life, my health had to be my number one priority.


Up until that point, I’d been dead set on a career in film, ideally as a director. But after my hospital stay, I knew that had to change. I needed a job that would allow me to take care of my health and wellbeing, and my few stints on film sets had shown me that directing was not compatible with that. Filming requires long, arduous days on your feet. It’s a stressful job that can take a major toll on both your physical and mental health. I might have been disappointed, but it was as though a new path had revealed itself to me with perfect clarity. I knew I was going down a different road, and that was okay. Almost overnight I had a new goal, a new mission: I would become a personal trainer and help people get fit, healthy and strong. As I trainer, I could set my own hours and prioritise my own wellbeing, all while helping others live healthier, fuller lives. As my clients worked towards their goals, I’d be right there with them – a fellow warrior in the quest towards health and fitness.


From there, a whole new era of my life opened up. Over the next few years, I went down the fitness rabbit hole, getting my personal training certification and learning absolutely everything I could. At the same time, I remained steadfast with my own training, building up not only my cardiovascular fitness but also my muscle and strength.


While pursuing my new career, I worked at a local newsagent. Every day, during our slow hours, I’d flip through the fitness magazines, especially Muscle & Fitness, which boasted headlines like, ‘28 Days to Massive Arms’ and ‘Eight weeks to TREEmendous Legs’. I followed their programmes and, without realising exactly what I was doing, fell into bodybuilding-style training. By this stage I weighed 73 kilos (160 lbs) and had gained about 14 kilos (30 lbs) of muscle.


One afternoon at the gym, a fellow fitness professional started chatting with me. He told me about fitness modelling and physique competitions. ‘Honestly,’ he said, giving me the once-over, ‘I think you have what it takes.’


Then he paused. ‘Actually,’ he added, thinking it over. ‘The NIFMA (Northern Ireland Fitness Model Association) is having a competition in just two weeks. You should try it.’


Me, a fitness model? It seemed almost laughable. But there was a small seed of confidence growing within me. Could this once-skinny kid with CF become a competitive fitness model? Maybe it wasn’t so crazy.


That very afternoon, I signed up. Somehow, I’d gone from being a kid in hospital with CF, to a bodybuilder and personal trainer. File that under things I didn’t see coming.


Bodybuilding changed how I thought about my body – not just my physique, but my genetics. Growing up with CF, I’d always believed that my genetics were bad, they were working against me. But as I continued with bodybuilding, I came to realise that in some ways I’m genetically gifted. Many people don’t realise that getting a ‘bodybuilder body’ – complete with round, bulging muscles that seem to pop out of a lean frame – isn’t just a result of training. It’s partly due to genetics. Some people have muscle insertions and muscle bellies, or muscle fibres, that are naturally more visible and will respond more easily to training. When I put in the work, my body responded with visible muscle development. For the first time in my life, my genetics were actually working for me. I like to joke that I may have been born with CF, but I was also gifted with some decent calf muscles.


Better still, CF wasn’t part of the conversation. No one in the bodybuilding community knew or cared about my CF; they just wanted to talk about training methods, or nutrition protocols. And the further I could push CF away from me and the focus of my life, the better. For the first time, I didn’t feel like I was a person with CF. I was just a person. A person with really good calves.
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Over the next four years I continued with bodybuilding, taking some titles as I went. After winning the first men’s physique competition in Northern Ireland, I was eligible to attend the British Finals at the United Kingdom Bodybuilding and Fitness Federation (UKBFF). This was a big deal because the winners of the British Finals would get their pro card and get a chance to compete at Mr. Olympia, the event that made Arnold Schwarzenegger famous. Unfortunately (or perhaps fortunately, depending on how you look at it), this event served as a wake-up call for me. I realised that I could never win at the international level with a natural, steroid-free body. Maybe I was naive, but it had never occurred to me that the vast majority of bodybuilders take steroids. This discovery soured my feelings about bodybuilding in general, but after some reflection (and an epiphany I’ll tell you about later in the book), I decided I was ready to move on anyway. By this point, I was getting some attention based on how I looked. I’d been featured in some of the very magazines that I had read in the newsagent years before, and my story had gained interest on social media. It had been refreshing to build a name for myself without having to talk about CF, but it was all about appearance. And while I didn’t want to be known for having CF, nor did I want to be appreciated solely for the size of my biceps. If I kept chasing the perfect bodybuilder’s body, I realised, I would have a very empty life.


At twenty-five, I made the decision to retire from bodybuilding. At first, with this decision made, I floundered. My motivation to train lagged. In the bodybuilding community, I’d felt like I belonged. Now I had to ask myself: Who am I? Where do I fit in? And what role does fitness play in my life?


I wasn’t sure how to answer those questions yet, but I knew there had to be more to fitness than just bodybuilding. So, I did what I’d done before: I learned everything I could. I expanded my educational horizons, completing additional certifications and attending multiple practical workshops. I discovered which kinds of training, nutrition and lifestyle practices deliver the best bang for their buck – not on the stage, but in real life, for the long haul. I explored different training modalities, and learned how to train for strength, functionality and injury prevention, rather than just muscle development. Going beyond exercise and nutrition, I researched things like sleep, recovery, stress management and good mental-health practices. And I invested in improving my practice as a coach, deepening my knowledge about behavioural change and how to develop lasting habits.


As my knowledge and understanding evolved, so too did my personal approach to movement, nutrition and overall health. I stopped training like a bodybuilder, and started to become more interested in how I was moving rather than what I looked like. Before, I’d followed programmes solely for the results, and whether or not I actually liked training was a non-issue. Now, I began leaning in to what I enjoyed. I felt like a kid again, having fun with my workouts.


I also started spending less time in the gym and more time doing things like walking my dog, Ollie, or going for a swim at the local leisure centre. As a bodybuilder, I used to train for at least two hours in the gym, five days a week. Now, I kept my sessions short and sharp. I spent time with friends and focused on getting a good night’s sleep. My life became fuller, my days more pleasurable. Most importantly, I was able to maintain and improve my lung function and overall health. The base level of fitness I developed served as springboard for adventure and new opportunities: I was invited to take part in a physical challenge TV show called Thru (which was shot in Spain and featured contestants from all over the world), I took up flag American football and made the Ireland team, and I cycled 53 km on an assault bike for charity, just to name a few. I was even a contestant on an American TV show hosted by Dwayne ‘The Rock’ Johnson called The Titan Games; I was flown to Los Angeles to compete in the trials, testing my abilities alongside professional athletes, ex-military and other impressive individuals with exceptional physical fitness.


One thing became crystal clear to me: there is no single ‘right’ way of doing things.


Through it all, one thing became crystal clear to me: there is no single ‘right’ way of doing things. Each person has their own journey. We each need to find what we enjoy, and what feels good to us. And when our preferences or abilities change, we need to be able to adjust. Rather than following a single programme, it’s more about finding a path you can walk – with all its winding twists and turns – over the course of a lifetime.


Today, I can say that this approach has transformed my life for the better. Over the past decade, since my last hospital stay, I’ve remained healthy and strong. I’m grateful every day for the ability to breathe. And, without obsessing over muscle size, I’m a far cry from the skinny kid I once was.


Just as rewarding as caring for my own health is helping others do the same. Working as both an online and in-person coach over the past twelve years, I’ve helped hundreds of people from more than thirty countries achieve their own health and fitness goals. The vast majority of them aren’t bodybuilders – far from it. They’re people who want to keep up with their kids, people who want to feel better in a T-shirt. And for a lot of them, fitness has felt like it’s been ‘off-limits’ for whatever reason.


Maybe you relate. Maybe you were the last kid picked for the sports team in secondary school; maybe you have injuries or illnesses that you’re fighting; maybe you’ve tried every diet or training programme out there and it feels like nothing has worked; maybe it feels like you don’t ‘belong’ in the gym or that fitness simply isn’t for you.
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No matter your starting point, you can achieve any goal you set for yourself.


Whatever has got in your way or held you back, I get it. My story may be different, but I do know what it feels like to sit on the sidelines (literally and metaphorically) in life. And I can tell you this for certain: no matter your starting point, you can achieve any goal you set for yourself. (Well, within reason. You can’t wave a magic wand and transform into the superhero of your choice. But I can almost guarantee that you can do more than you think you can.)


It is absolutely possible to feel better, to have more energy, to improve your strength and capability, to feel comfortable in your own skin. The best part is, you don’t have to live like a bodybuilder to do it, eating only chicken and broccoli for every meal and spending over two hours in the gym every day. In fact, by adopting some relatively simple and sustainable practices, you can enjoy a far greater level of health, fitness and wellbeing than you’ve previously imagined for yourself. I’ve experienced it first hand, and so have my clients.


Take, for example, my client Lisandra. When Lisandra came to me, she was recovering from breast cancer. In her first session she was frail, wearing a hat to cover her hair loss, and she looked very tired. For our first session together, we went for a very slow five-minute walk. That was the most she could do back then. But I said to her, ‘Don’t get frustrated, this is just your starting point. You will only get stronger from here. I can’t wait for us to talk about this moment in eight or twelve weeks’ time. In six months, you won’t believe how far you’ve come.’ Lisandra nodded: she was committed. She knew what it was like to have her life threatened, to be on the verge of losing everything. Five months later, Lisandra was doing some of most rigorous cardio training sessions I could come up with and smashing every single one of them. Today, she’s super healthy and I’m incredibly proud of her. More importantly, she’s proud of herself.


Of course, this book isn’t just for people who are battling a major health issue. So many people feel like health and fitness is somehow off-limits for them – like it’s only for people who are already fit. The fact is, life can be tough. We all have our own challenges and obstacles; we all have our own dragons to slay. And that’s why I’ve written this book: to help you in your quest, whatever your goal is. To help you conquer your challenges and come out on the other side.
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In the first part of this book, you’ll find a simple framework consisting of four core principles. This framework is built on the things that matter the most: practices that will offer you the easiest, most reliable gateway into a healthier and fitter life. You won’t find absurd, unrealistic regimens here; instead, I will outline some core habits which you can adapt to your own life, no matter who you are or where you’re starting from.
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In Part Two, I’ll dive into greater detail about exercise, and show you exactly how to integrate physical activity into your life in a sustainable way. I’ll provide you with a scalable exercise programme you can easily modify based on your own needs, preferences, equipment and abilities. And I’ll show you how you can complement your time in the gym with activities you actually enjoy, and simple habits that will fit seamlessly into the rest of your life.
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Finally, in Part Three, I’ll provide you with a programme-design tool, so you can continue to revise and evolve your workouts according to your tastes and abilities. Think of this as the ‘pick and mix’ of workouts.


By the end of this book, whatever limits you currently face will be left in the dust. You’ll realise that you are far more capable than you ever imagined. You’ll be better prepared than ever to take on new challenges and adventures, all while enjoying the benefits of glowing health, better energy, greater strength and the deep-down knowledge that whatever comes, you’ve got this.
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The amount of health and fitness information available to us these days is staggering. But when I take a step back and consider the things that have made a massive impact on my health and wellbeing (and that of my clients), it isn’t that complicated. In fact, it all comes to down to four basic principles.





On the surface, these principles aren’t particularly special. You might glance through the forthcoming pages and think, ‘this is too easy’, or ‘that doesn’t sound like enough’. And in fact, that’s kind of the point.


Health and fitness practices should be simple. Think of it this way. When you choose to make an improvement in your life, you’re essentially placing a bet on yourself: you’re betting that you can do the thing you want to do. When you take on a convoluted, highly regimented fitness programme that you’ll be unlikely to maintain (especially over the long run) you are betting against yourself. Why take that bet?


I want you to be 100 per cent confident that you will succeed. Commit to principles that you can do almost every day, over the long run – that’s a winning bet.


As you’ll see, I emphasise principles over a particular plan or detailed set of steps. If you follow these principles, you don’t have to do them perfectly. You simply need to practise them in some shape or form, however small, over the course of your life.
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