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“The Ideal Life brings together scientific insights, inspiring real-life stories of change, and carefully crafted tools and frameworks to help you live your life with a sense of purpose and joy. Mark’s narration gives life and energy to scientific findings and human stories, and makes the reader feel the possibilities for regaining agency in their lives.”


—Ayse Yemiscigil, PhD


Assistant Professor of Organizational Behavior, Gabelli School of Business at Fordham University; Research Affiliate, Human Flourishing Program at Harvard University; Research Fellow, International Humanistic Management Association




“Very inspiring book with simple steps that have impacted my life, my business, and not just reaching my goals, but finding more joy in the journey. Highly recommend it!”


—Kirsten Wyatt


Founder, Team Fit & Free; Wellness & Fitness Coach; Social Media Influencer




“The pursuit of happiness is an undeniable right to all humans. Wise men and women often say that happiness lies within, however, something has to be said for intentional goal setting. Goals and dreams are inspiring and energizing. Mark has developed a process that he came to call the I GOT This framework, helping himself and others achieve desirable results in all areas of life. The Ideal Life will help you understand how to apply the framework to make your life more meaningful and fulfilling.”


—Jana Peterkova Richter


Former LPGA Tour Player, US Women’s Open; Golf Instructor




“I’m so excited about this book—The Ideal Life! I’m an avid reader. I have never thought a book would truly change someone’s life. This book will change lives! Who doesn’t want to have purpose in their life? We all want a meaningful life. Mark has perfected a way to trigger the chemicals in our brain using the I GOT This framework to help us find meaning, to deal with stress and depression. All of this is important to help us to find Joy. Mark is real and the I GOT This framework has been proven to work. I hope you will invest in yourself by reading The Ideal Life, using the tools and applying the principles that Mark provides.”


—Bryan Beam


Chief Operating Officer, Kellex Seating




“Mark provides an actionable and inspirational framework to live our most meaningful lives in all circumstances, backed by science. Looking forward to putting it in action!”


—Muge Wood


Global Energy Industry Solutions Delivery Lead, Microsoft; Member, Women’s Energy Network of Houston and Greater Houston Partnership; Co-founder, “Refirement” podcast series; Board of Directors, “UTMA All Stars”




“I have observed that numerous individuals I know tend to postpone their retirement due to their uncertainty about how to discover their life’s purpose. The Ideal Life framework offers practical guidance to assist individuals in taking concrete steps towards living a profoundly meaningful life, one that transcends short-term focus and embraces lasting significance.”


—Christine Zmuda


Chief Inspiration Officer, Magnet Labs; Co-Host of the “Retfirement Life”Podcast




“Most of us have a general sense of our life’s purpose but haven’t done the work to clarify it or connect our daily decisions to align with that purpose. Mark’s I GOT This Framework touches an emotional chord as it helps us fully unveil our purpose and then gives us the logical path to enable us to fully live into that purpose.”


—Jamie Tozzi


Coach and Former Microsoft Executive
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“Who has ever given to God, that God should repay them?” For from Him and through Him and for Him are all things. To Him be the glory forever! Amen.


—ROMANS 11:35–36





For Chelsea


10,958 × infinity


(that IS a lot)





To Lilly Grace, Addison, Caroline, and Parker


You GOT This!







[image: sec02]









[image: img001]




From as early as I can remember, the crack of a bat and the feel of leather encompassing my hand in the backyard were pure joy. My love for baseball shaped my dreams and fueled my ambitions. Every goal I set for myself was driven by my vision of stepping onto the diamond one day as a professional baseball player.


The milestones I went on to achieve were reflections of my commitment. Right after high school I was drafted by the Pittsburgh Pirates in the thirty-first round. Ultimately I decided not to sign so that I could pursue an education at College of Charleston. While there, I continued my passion and played baseball for their team, the Cougars. As a junior, I was drafted once again, this time in the sixth round by the St. Louis Cardinals. After several seasons, I transitioned over to coaching, and in 2021 I embraced a new offer and became the youngest Major League Baseball manager in history by five years.


Looking back, I can confidently say that it wasn’t just my love for the game that propelled me, but rather the unwavering discipline to chase a bigger picture that defined my journey and allowed me to become who I am today.


In the world of professional athletes, a singular focus often reigns supreme, leaving little room for distractions. Energy is channeled relentlessly toward excelling in the game, and doing everything humanly possible to advance to the next level. Priorities follow a pecking order as they are each ranked due to their relative importance to the sport—and one’s life is ruled with this singular intention. When they are at the top of their game, life can feel thrilling, and it can remain at this level with ebbs and flows of pursuit and play, until it all suddenly changes.


Then, sadly, many athletes find themselves at a loss when thrown a curveball, or their career as they know it comes to an end. Some will pivot quickly and find joy in pursuing similar, or sometimes completely different, paths, but others will feel lost. When you have dedicated your entire life to one single goal, what happens after you achieve it? That question of “What comes next?” can feel utterly overwhelming to so many.


However, I consider myself fortunate as I discovered another truth years ago that allowed me to create a life worth living beyond the stadium—one that is fulfilling with equal measures of pride and passion, even though it is not played under the professional lights.


Now I am not just the Cardinals’ manager; I am Amber’s husband and a father to our precious daughter. We have built a foundation for our family that is rooted in faith, and together we have taken several short-term mission trips to orphanages across Central America. We have found purpose in giving back, helping others, and diving into our community.


The evolution of my baseball career continues to be inevitable, and while I hope to have many more years contributing to the sport I love, I can also look forward with a sense of peace. The knowledge that my journey is comprised of much more gives me confidence, reminding me that there’s an abundance of joy yet to be experienced. My identity now stretches far beyond the boundaries of the ballpark.


These principles I live by resonate greatly with Mark’s I GOT This framework, because it’s not about achieving a single goal—as that is just a step along the way—but it is about the journey to discover your purpose, and to work toward something greater than yourself. It’s about continuously pursuing a bigger picture.


This book embodies what I’ve long believed—that there are many areas of our life where we can find enjoyment, and that the pursuit of purpose across those multiple areas of your life will help you achieve your goals and find happiness.


My journey, and Mark’s framework, are very similar. But what Mark’s framework does, is provide you with a clear step by step guide that will assist you on your own path. So get ready to redefine your relationship with stress, and transform it into a driving force that propels you toward your dreams. Explore the seven life roles, and create a mission for each key area of your life. Enjoy inspiring stories of individuals who had to fight hard to get to where they are today, and explore the life lessons that they learned along the way.


I urge you to embark on this journey. Dive into the pages ahead to discover your purpose. Embrace the adventure and experience a fulfilling joyful life that is brighter than the stadium lights. You deserve it!


—Oliver Marmol


Professional Baseball Manager St. Louis Cardinals Major League Baseball Team As of the 2023 season, he is the youngest manager of any MLB team.
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“We want you to be happy.”


—“JOY,” PHISH


There is a lie that we all tell ourselves: happiness can only come from achieving our goals and getting what we want. This same voice that says that life is all about achievement also tells us which goals we should pursue. “You need more things,” it says, “and then you will be happy. If only you had better looks and a bigger bank account, then all your problems would be solved.”


The problem with this approach is that it doesn’t work. In today’s materialistic society, we have access to more stuff than any other time in history. Want this new iPhone? Just click here. How about that new car? There’s financing for that. Not only do we have access to more things, we can get them faster than ever before. You might have bought this very book on Amazon and had it in your hands two days later. Or maybe you are listening to the audiobook, and it was only minutes ago that you were still thinking about whether you wanted to make your purchase.


If happiness was just about getting what we want, then the instant gratification of today’s society should be creating access to a modern utopia. But instead, more stuff has only led to more stress. Today, there is a higher rate of anxiety, depression, and suicide than any other time in history. People are turning to pills and other forms of medication in unprecedented numbers, but to a large extent, these drugs aren’t solving the problem.


Chris Palmer, assistant professor of psychiatry at Harvard University and author of the book Brain Energy, recently told Dax Shepherd on his podcast The Armchair Expert:


“Look around at the health and wellness of the human population. It is declining rapidly. Mental disorders are the leading cause of disability both in the United States and worldwide, with the single medical diagnosis of depression topping the list. Depression causes more people to not be able to work or go to school than any other medical illness on the planet. I think to most people that’s shocking, because we have so many treatments for depression. We have dozens of antidepressants, we’ve got psychotherapy, we’ve got ketamine injections, we’ve got electroconvulsive therapy, and TMS, and everything, and a lot of people are getting those treatments, and they’re not working.”1


It’s not just the desire for more stuff that leads us astray. There’s also the lure of success that comes from seemingly healthy goals like getting a promotion or training for a triathlon. These goals might have positive outcomes, but they are short-lived. Achieving our goals—in our finances, our health, or even our relationships—may give us satisfaction in the short term, but that feeling is never permanent.


I have had my own share of success, and I can tell you firsthand that none of my achievements has ever made my stress disappear. In fact, despite those successes, I have still struggled my whole life with anxiety and depression. Even today, I suffer from panic attacks that severely disrupt my ability to function and leave me struggling for days afterward.


The feelings associated with these attacks begin as a sudden rapid heartbeat, immediately followed by a warmth that flows from my chest into my arms and down into my legs. That feeling is then followed by a prickly sensation on my skin that kind of feels like goosebumps, except that my hairs don’t actually stick up. I’m not always aware of what triggers these attacks, but it is obvious that there is a chemical cocktail flowing throughout my body and causing all kinds of different thoughts and feelings. For minutes afterward, and even sometimes for an hour or longer, my mind is basically useless, hijacked by an inner monologue that always seems to hinge on one main theme: What do I do next?


When this happens, I feel lost—all alone, and with no path forward. I’ve tried all sorts of ways to cope with my anxiety. For a while, I turned to external sources for chemical satisfaction when my major life goals didn’t bring me the lasting happiness I was looking for. I have tried prescription anxiety medications, but primarily I self-medicated with alcohol, cigarettes, and junk food. In each case, the immediate escape these outlets provided was always replaced by the same anxiety that had been waiting for me just around the corner.


I may experience anxiety more acutely than the average person, but I know from coaching others through their own challenges that most people routinely feel some version of this inner turmoil. Whether it’s going through a midlife crisis or just trying to make it through another day, we are all haunted by that same question: What’s next?


The Stress of What’s Next


When I was ten years old, my family went on a Spring Break ski vacation to Vermont. It was the end of a long day on the slopes, and we were all tired. Earlier that day, my parents had bought me a brand-new ski suit as a reward for how well I had been doing. It was a bright red one-piece, and I felt like an Olympic athlete when I wore it. Slope after slope, I tucked my body and flew recklessly down the hill, testing my skills and seeing how fast I could pass by the other skiers. At the end of the day, when my parents said they were exhausted and eager to get back to the hotel room, I pleaded for just one more run.


As I started down the final slope, a cloud settled onto the mountain and obscured my vision. The late afternoon snow had become icy, and I had trouble navigating the moguls as I began working my way down the mountain. About halfway down, I slid on a patch of ice and rocketed off the side of the mountain, hitting one tree, and then another. Luckily the second tree stopped me about ten feet short from falling down a fifty-foot cliff, but it also fractured my femur, which came just millimeters from hitting my femoral artery.


My brother, Whit, was with me and flagged down help, and paramedics brought me down the mountain on a snowmobile. I don’t remember any pain, probably because my body immediately went into shock. The only thing I remember clearly was the doctors cutting that bright red ski suit off of my leg, and feeling like I had let my parents down. After several surgeries, the doctors set my leg with an external fixator—a cruel contraption that included four large metal bars that stuck completely out of my leg, with another bar that held them all together outside my body.


My first year of middle school was spent in a wheelchair. Sometimes I felt like this actually helped me make friends, as classmates took turns giving me wheelies and racing me down the hall. But other times it made me wonder who my friends really were. A particularly traumatic memory came when I was being given a wheelie on the playground blacktop, when the chair tipped over and spilled me out onto the ground, the fixator sticking out of my leg and into the air. Scared that they would get in trouble, everyone scattered—leaving me alone on the hot black tar, crawling to get back to my wheelchair and climb my way back in. That’s my earliest memory of feeling alone.


Another tough memory came that summer, when a couple of friends rode their bikes over to my house to visit with me. We had as good of a time as ten-year-old boys can have when stuck inside on a warm summer day, but eventually they said their goodbyes and headed back outside to explore the creek that ran through our neighborhood. As I sat by myself next to the window of the empty playroom and watched as they pedaled out of my driveway, I again felt completely alone, and I cried.


For the next year it felt like life was passing me by while I sat in that wheelchair feeling sorry for myself. I know now that these memories contributed to the source of social angst that I continue to carry with me today. Will I be left alone again? I often wonder. Does anyone actually like me? What’s to like, anyway?


Unable to answer these questions in the moment, I turned to the future for hope. Once I get older, I thought, all of this will make sense. I began to set my sights on major milestones that I could look forward to. First, it was the freedom of getting my driver’s license that gave me hope. As soon as I can get out of the house, I thought, then I won’t have to sit around by myself anymore.


And indeed, getting my driver’s license felt great—for a time. I will always remember the joy that I felt on my first solo drive down a two-lane country road in Goochland, Virginia, listening to “Freebird” blast from the speakers. But as the days went by, my life didn’t experience the sudden change that I had been hoping for. On Friday nights, when I knew there had to be some party going on nearby that I wasn’t invited to, I used to drive for hours around those same country roads pretending like I had somewhere to go, only to realize that I had been driving in circles.


So, I set my sights even further down the road. Once I go to college, I said to myself, then I will figure out what I am doing with my life. And again, I experienced some short-term relief when I realized that goal and moved into my dorm at Clemson University. I made new friends, joined a fraternity, and finally took part in the social experiences that I thought would fill the void in my life. But no matter how much fun I thought I was having at the time, my worries were always waiting for me.


A lot of my anxious thoughts at that time focused on money. The little income I earned from waiting tables went straight to the alcohol that I hoped would take my mind off my stress. On more than one occasion I had to hunt for coins in the cracks of my car seats just to fill my gas tank enough to make it to campus. The worry of running out of money fueled the rest of my concerns, and I spiraled down into depression.


When I get a real job, I thought, then I will have the financial security to figure things out, and maybe then I’ll be happy.


You can see the pattern here. When getting a job didn’t solve everything, then it was getting married, then having kids, then switching jobs to something I really cared about, and on and on. The focal point of my worry always seemed to pivot from one thing to another, but the theme was always the same: What’s next?


The temptation for me to believe that lasting happiness is still just around the corner has continued even into today. Right now the next big milestone is finishing this book (which is ironically about helping other people control their own anxiety) Once it is published, I will have finally accomplished my dream to be a writer, and then I’ll definitely be happy. Right?


You Can Harness Your Stress


Luckily, I don’t believe that lie anymore. Now don’t get me wrong, each one of the milestones that I have looked forward to in life has made me happy in the moment, and my wife and kids especially have been sustainable sources of joy. But the truth is that my stress remains. That’s because I’m human, and humans are designed to feel stress. Our species evolved into an environment where threats to our survival were a part of daily life, and it was the extra vigilance and awareness of our ancestor’s fight-or-flight response that kept them alive. By always thinking about “what’s next,” they were better prepared for potential threats that might arise.


The fact that we regularly experience stress is not the problem—our bodies are made for that. The problem is that our modern minds often can’t make sense of how that stressful energy is serving a purpose. For our early ancestors, that purpose was survival. These same survival instincts are still triggered today, but we aren’t usually faced with a physical enemy to fight or predator to flee. All of the chemicals that are released to get our muscles moving are instead left to linger in our bloodstream, resulting in meaningless anxiety and a wide range of negative impacts to our health.


Fortunately, we can learn to harness our stress and repurpose it toward an even greater meaning than that of our evolutionary design. In this book, you will learn how the psychology of your mind can empower you to not just survive but to thrive. Over the past fifteen years, I have been able to stop my slide into depression and steadily work my way back to a life full of joy. My stress still remains, but more often than not I am able to control it and use it for my own benefit. Rather than waiting for what’s next, I now decide what’s next by focusing on the things in my life that I can control, and aligning my goals with a fixed vision of the person that I want to become. This has required a total shift in mindset, which I have been able to achieve through the development of a framework centered around the concept of what I refer to as a personal Ideal.


When You Begin with the End in Mind


The seed for this framework was planted in my mind by a book. I remember it clearly: it was 2009, and I was sitting on my friend’s couch in his Clemson apartment, where a group of us had gotten together for a pre-graduation party. On the coffee table next to me, I noticed a worn-down book with a red and white cover. For no particular reason, I decided to pick it up and start reading. The title of the book was The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People written by Stephen R. Covey, and I was instantly captivated.


Inside, Covey started by saying that we all have a “best version of ourselves,” one that we can identify with and move toward if we just take the time to listen to our inner voice. He went on to describe specific tools and exercises that would help identify that ideal self, and then explained how we can turn that vision into a reality by increasing the amount of control we exert in our life. By starting with the end in mind and then connecting that destination all the way back to the next step forward, we can move incrementally closer to being the type of person that we wish to become, and it is this forward progress that leads to lasting happiness.2


Reading this message, I could not help but feel like I was holding a treasure map in my hands, one that would guide me out of my misery and toward a more joyful life. A life that I could control, rather than being at the mercy of my environment. Up to that point I had felt like I was drifting, without any particular direction. Now, I felt like I could figure out how to move forward, and that epiphany ended up making all the difference. Just the idea of a brighter future was enough to make my current life seem better.


I put the book down and realized that it was dark outside and that everyone was gone. As I became fully absorbed in what I was reading, I had lost all track of time and had apparently told everyone to head to the bars without me. In hindsight, I now know that I had experienced a state of flow (more to come on that later), but, in the moment, I just knew that I had reached a turning point in my life. I thought about heading out to meet up with my friends, but then sat down and picked the book back up. I had work to do.


A Path to Purpose


The year after discovering Covey’s 7 Habits and graduating from Clemson, I sold my car and moved to Charleston, South Carolina. With barely enough money to cover my rent, I took a minimum-wage job as a valet at a downtown parking garage until eventually landing an entry-level position in the transportation logistics industry. Then, I got busy implementing a new plan to align my goals in a way that placed a priority on consistently becoming more like an ideal future version of myself, rather than on the achievement of short-term milestones that had been dominating my mind to that point.


Despite de-emphasizing my immediate goals and focusing on a longer-term vision, this new mindset actually ended up helping me to achieve higher levels of short-term success than I ever had before. Over the next few years I earned one promotion after another, eventually landing a role as the vice president of operations at an international shipping association—a job that involved flying across the globe and single-handedly negotiating multimillion-dollar contracts with top executives of international steamship lines.


I was still in my mid-twenties and had already climbed my way into a six-figure salary and a position of influence within my industry. But more importantly, I was feeling fulfilled by my success instead of being manipulated by it. I still dealt with stress, but I used that chaotic energy to create inner order through the pursuit of difficult but meaningful goals. In this way, my new mental framework had helped me to convert my anxiety from a crutch into a crucible, like the ones that medieval alchemists used in their attempts to change lead into gold. It wasn’t a cure for my pain, but with my “Ideal Life” in mind, I knew that I was moving in the right direction.


Empowered by this success, I decided to leave the international logistics industry and join my brother Whit in starting a trucking company in 2018. As President, I supported Whit’s knowledge of running a trucking company by applying the concept of the Ideal toward the development of our firm’s overarching mission and culture, and used it to develop relationships with our external vendors and customers. Again, the success was immediate and impactful: in less than two years, we had grown to millions in revenue, operations in seven states, and over fifty employees.
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