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    Advance Praise for Lessons from the Len Master


    “Life lessons. Illustrative stories. Practical, business applications. Shared wisdom, worth sharing.”


    —Mark Johns, Speaker, Consultant, Author of Twenty Timeless Truths of Selling and Successful Sales Management


    “In life, what we resist persists, so let your resistance be your compass, and experience the joy of the opportunities that open up. Ron’s book shows you how resisting the temptation to do things the wrong way pays off with persistence and success.”


    —Andy Phillips, CEO, Cliq, Inc.


    “Ron preserves the legacy of his father’s wisdom in this book and I’m honored to have the opportunity to learn and benefit from it. I work hard to align myself with great leaders. I’m fortunate to follow in the footsteps of people like Ron and his father, remembering the strength that an ethical balance brings to my business.”


    —Zabrina Hazeltine, CEO, Hamilton Group Meeting Planners, Inc.
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    PROLOGUE



    August 15, 2000


    I had been with the company five years. I was still in my twenties and advancing quickly, having negotiated my way to a director’s position and then making assistant vice president. The company was profitable and a leader in its industry. My salary was decent, and with three small children and a wife finishing college, this was a comfortable situation.


    And then events turned against me, so quickly and disastrously that it felt like my life became a French film. Note to non-film buffs: French movies never have a happy ending.


    The Internet (it was still capitalized back then) was making companies rethink their existence, and any organization with a retail footprint wondered if they would be around in ten years. My company, old and stodgy as it was, lacked a web strategy and was too complacent to react to the changes that technology was bringing.


    The former vice president of marketing was an affable guy who had a fifteen-year history with the firm. He was not digitally savvy but was smart enough to sense what was coming and jumped ship to another company. This should have been my opportunity for advancement, but a new, seasoned vice president with illustrious credentials had been chosen instead. They wanted me to stay and serve as his implementation arm and his protégé. So far, so good. Not what I wanted, but not fatal either.


    Then I met my new boss, DJ. One meeting was enough to realize the guy was a desperate, sexist opportunist who had only stayed long enough at Fortune 500 organizations to avoid getting fired before moving on to dupe some other company. His one positive attribute was that he looked like a senior officer, almost straight out of Mad Men. Fifty years old (Jesus, that seemed ancient back then), well dressed, tan, and fit, he had tricked everyone into believing he knew what he was doing.


    It started to look like I wouldn’t have much of a future at this company. Fortunately, something in my past allowed me to change the narrative in my favor.
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    TWENTY YEARS EARLIER



    “Check.”


    I looked at my situation and knew it was hopeless. My father was two moves away from checkmate. I loved chess, but hated losing with every fiber in my body. Losing was bad enough; watching it happen was even worse. Half in anger and half in respect, I tipped my king over.


    “It’s not fair,” I protested. “You’ve been playing much longer than me. I will never beat you.”


    “Probably not,” he laughed. “But in life you will often come up against people who are smarter, more experienced, better looking…”


    “I get the point,” I interrupted.


    “But that doesn’t mean you can’t win. Let’s play again, only this time I’ll tell you what I am going to do: you open yourself to a weakness when you castle [a defensive move in chess designed to protect the king]. I am going to attack you right here,” he pointed, “and force a checkmate. Now that you know what I am going to do, you should have the advantage. Set up the board and remember to use your knights better.”


    Unfortunately for me, the game soon ended and I was mated again. Disgusted, I pouted like the nine-year-old sore loser I was. “You changed your strategy. That’s not fair.”


    “I had to, because you played like you knew my strategy.”


    “You told me your strategy,” I whined.


    “Yes. And knowing what I was going to do should have given you the game. But instead of using that knowledge to win, you squandered it. You didn’t castle. That was your whole game: not castling. Once it became clear you weren’t going to castle, I switched tactics and beat you.”


    “But, but…I had no choice,” I stammered. “You told me you would beat me by getting me to castle. Then you changed your game. You lied.”


    “Not castling doesn’t win the game. Killing my king wins the game,” he scolded. “You knew what I wanted you to do. Instead of making that obvious, you should have used that knowledge to find a weakness in my defenses. Once I knew for certain that you were not going to do what I wanted, I had to change my strategy, and you lost your advantage.


    “In real life I would not have told you my motives, but sometimes you can figure out what people are doing. The lesson is, if you know something I don’t, use that to win. Don’t tip me off, or I will change my plans. And simply not doing what I want you to do is not a strategy. Get it?”


    I nodded. I wasn’t happy about it, but I got it.


    “And one more thing,” he added, “You didn’t use your knights enough. Most pieces move in a straight line. People can see straight lines easily. It’s harder to see erratic movement. When you add unexpected actions, it’s harder for people to guess what you will do next. That might be enough to defeat someone who is smarter, more experienced, better looking, taller…”


    It was lessons like these, brutally simple, yet lovingly and patiently taught, that earned my father Len, the title of Len Master in my eyes.
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    Working with

    Don Draper’s Eviler Twin


    My first planning meeting as an assistant vice president was held at a nice beach hotel. I still distrusted my new boss, DJ, but I was excited about being included in the planning process. The company was actively looking to protect itself from the changes tearing at the old tapestry of the print and franchise industries, but no one had a clue what to do about it. Like the twenty-something that I was, I felt I did. They needed direction, I had it, and this was my chance to prove I was a valuable asset.


    If I could show that I had a plan, and that DJ was clueless, perhaps I could still get senior management to change course. DJ was making his mark by critiquing everything and everyone in the marketing department without really having a constructive strategy. Morale was down, and caution was the rule. People were more concerned about protecting their jobs than innovating and risk taking; that’s bad for a company at any phase, and fatal for companies at transition points. If your people are too afraid to try something, you are doomed. This was my chance to influence the plan.


    Then fate intervened.


    Upon our arrival at the hotel, another junior officer and I were directed to the wrong meeting room—the one where the senior staff had already planned next year’s strategy. Everything was laid out on easels and notepads. Ironically, neither the technology of planning nor the strategies they came up with had changed since the 1950s. Once I speed-read the bullet points and charts, the overall narrative became clear: stay the course and hope we survive another year.


    My coworker grasped what had happened: we were set up. Today’s meeting would be a Potemkin village of thinking exercises and strategy sessions, and would end exactly as was outlined on these walls. They didn’t want our opinions; they wanted us to believe our opinions mattered. “Well, at least they aren’t planning on firing us,” he joked.


    I was a bit more disappointed. In fact, I was angry. My first temptation was to walk in, throw their notes on the table and expose the charade. I would outline their faults, their bad planning, and then end with a short and concise “Fuck you. You deserve each other. Like the Titanic, keep playing the same music until the ship sinks.” Satisfying? Yes. Constructive? Not so much.


    But then I remembered I had three children. We had outgrown our small rental house. My wife was not earning money yet and was about to graduate with $60k in student loans. Whether this company survived or not, I could still get paid and chances were that, with DJ in charge of marketing, I would be indispensable. Job security is a great thing when you have a family to feed. All I had to do was shut up. I looked at my coworker as we walked to the room where we were supposed to have gone, and understood exactly what he meant. Shut up and collect your check. But I knew I couldn’t pull that off. Plan A was looking better by the minute.


    That’s when I heard the inner voice that I knew belonged to my father: “You know something they don’t know you know. If this was a chess game…”


    It was definitely his voice, that melodic, Cuban-accented voice that I had heard all my life. In my mind I even heard “somesing” instead of “something,” just like my father would say. Although I hesitated, his advice was irrefutable.


    So I decided to go in and be my father, despite the strong pull of my ego and the competing interest in just doing nothing.


    I opted for the Columbo approach—not tipping my hand by exposing what I knew, but asking relentless questions to ramp up their discomfort. As the meeting droned on and the executives became bored, ready to run toward their already-developed strategy and call it a day, I continued my inquisition.


    “I don’t understand, how will doing this stop competition from the Internet?”


    “We can’t control what our competitors do,” DJ condescendingly explained, “but we can focus on the fundamentals that have made us successful. Serve our customers. Conserve our cash. Protect our bottom line.”


    “But what if doing things online is easier or cheaper for our customers? If we lose customers, don’t we lose our cash and our bottom line?”


    “The future is a train coming at us, Ron. The brands that will survive are the ones with a ‘wow,’ and that make customers trust them like their moms, which is ‘wow’ upside down.”


    As God is my witness, I am not making this up. That was the actual conversation. “Wow upside down is mom.” Brilliant!


    My questions were targeted and direct. I played the part of someone who was ignorant and wanted to learn, but to my boss I was merciless. His empty platitudes, vague strategies, and promises of magic solutions would one day propel him to the White House (Okay, I made that part up), but for the life of me, I couldn’t understand why no one else was seeing this.


    “I don’t understand what you want me to do exactly, can you explain that again?”


    “Yes, be innovative, but remember our roots. Don’t ignore the competition, but don’t let them define who we are.”


    “Hmm, sorry, I am being thick, but when we get back to the office on Monday, exactly what should I do differently?”


    “Nothing. Well, everything. Well, just follow the plan.”


    “Now we are getting somewhere. So what is the plan?”


    “Stay the course.”


    “Stay the course?”


    “Stay the course. We have a plan—just follow it, damn it!”


    “Gotcha.” At that moment, I looked around the room and realized I wasn’t the only one who knew my boss had no clue. I went from feeling like I was the protagonist in a depressing French film to being held over the bow of the Titanic and feeling like I could fly. Exactly like that. Well, somesing like that.
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