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I hand-wrote the original manuscript during COVID. Every morning at 5 a.m., I committed to writing for at least thirty minutes.

I am not a writer. I’m a business owner who has spent decades watching people drift through life without a clear direction.

The start was the hardest part. Some mornings, the blank page seemed to mock my intentions. But once I got started, there were days I didn’t stop writing for two hours. That, honestly, was the easy part. The hard part was reading my own handwriting when I dictated it.

This book is for anyone who feels stuck:

For the person working a job they don’t love.

For the entrepreneur struggling to find their path.

For anyone who knows deep down they’re capable of more but doesn’t know how to start.

I wrote the first three chapters and sent them to friends and family, simply asking, “Is it worth the read?” My wife’s response was immediate and encouraging; she said it was one of the best things she had ever read.

Motivated by her support, I continued writing. Every three chapters, I would send off the unedited manuscript. The feedback remained consistently positive. A good friend finally said, “Stop sending me chapters. I want to see the finished product.” That was all the motivation I needed.

In October of 2020, I finished the manuscript and edited it to the best I could. I self-published. People who read the first edition liked it, but mentioned that it sometimes got confusing.

Five years later, I decided to revisit the story. I hadn’t really looked at it since its first publication. Something felt unfinished.

What you have in front of you is the expanded version. I went through every word, every storyline, and cleaned them up. I added more information and believe I’ve created a more complete story.

My hope for you, the reader, is that you see the blueprint for success. I wrote it in story format because I believe you retain information better. Jack and Diane are fictional characters inspired by the John Mellencamp song, but their journey is based on real principles I’ve seen work time and again in life.

This book is not just a story; it’s a roadmap. It’s the lessons I’ve learned from decades of watching people either drift or deliberately design their lives. It’s the principles I’ve applied in my own journey. It’s the truth I’ve discovered about what it takes to stop existing and start living.

I’ve seen people who succeed and those who fail. The difference isn’t talent or luck. It’s having a clear vision and the discipline to pursue it.

If you’re reading this, I believe you’re ready to ask yourself the most important question you’ll ever answer:

What do you want?

Not what your parents want. Not what society expects. Not what’s safe or easy.

What do you want?

Now let’s find out.

~ Mike Porter
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​​The Hook
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At five years old, I decided I was going to be a “somebody.” I had no idea what that meant, but I knew I wanted to make a difference in someone’s life. I wanted to be special.

By age ten, I was certain I would become a rockstar. The problem? I wasn’t really dedicated to that dream. It was just a fantasy. No matter how many times I sang in front of the mirror, I didn’t have the tools to make it happen.

Do you remember when adults asked what you wanted to be when you grew up?

I know it happened to me, though I can’t recall what I said. I’m sure I didn’t say “rockstar.” If no one’s ever asked you this question, let me be the first:

What do you want to do when you grow up?

Where do you want to live and work?

Do you want to own a business?

Who do you want to marry?

What kind of car do you want to drive?

How much money do you want to make?

Too many of us never seriously consider these questions. We’re afraid to ask because we fear we’ll never reach those dreams. Somewhere along the way, we lose our ability to dream.

When you get knocked around enough, you stop wanting. You stop deciding what you want.

Sound familiar?

Ever made a New Year’s resolution only to watch it disappear in three weeks? I love driving by the gym in January, seeing all those people who have decided to get in shape. By February, the parking lot is nearly empty again.

What if I told you there’s a way to get what you want?

Would you believe me?

If you’ve read this far, I hope you’ll give me the chance to prove it.

What follows is the story of Jack and Diane, how they learned the truth about getting what you want. This story is true, and I know all the characters personally.

I’ll be honest: some of these characters are my wife and me at different points in our lives. I’ll let you figure out which ones. It’s not as obvious as you might think.

Every truth in this book has been tested. I’m not the only one who knows these principles; I’ve been fortunate to see them work in my life and in the lives of countless others.

Don’t fool yourself into thinking they won’t work for you.

I see greatness in you. I hope you’ll read about Jack and Diane and discover how life’s truths can help you reach your dreams.

Dream big. Dream vividly. Decide what you want.

~ Mike Porter
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CHAPTER 1
Jack and Diane
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Unlike the romanticized stories of high school sweethearts, Jack and Diane’s journey began much later, in the fluorescent-lit world of a roadside diner, where dreams are served alongside coffee, and hope comes with a side of compromise.

Jack had always carried the weight of almost-was. In high school, football had been his world, not as the star quarterback, but as the player who tried desperately to be something more than average. He’d been on the team, sure, but more as a testament to hard work than natural talent. The kind of player coaches appreciated for effort, but who never made the highlight reel.

But here’s the thing about Jack; he was a dreamer. Not the naive kind who ignored reality, but the dangerous kind who could see the potential in everything, including himself. He’d lie awake at night, staring at the ceiling of his small apartment, convinced he was destined for greatness. He could feel it in his bones, that certainty that he was meant for something more.

The problem was the voices.

Not literal voices, but the constant internal commentary that reminded him of every failure, every missed opportunity, every moment he’d fallen short. You weren’t good enough for college football. You’re just an assistant manager at a diner. Who are you kidding? The voices were relentless, a Greek chorus of self-doubt that turned every dream into a question mark.

Jack would have moments of absolute clarity, visions of the business he could build, the life he could create, and then the voices would crash in like a wave, drowning his confidence in a flood of remembered inadequacies. It was exhausting, this constant war between belief and doubt.

After those teenage football dreams faded, Jack found himself an assistant manager at the diner, a far cry from the Friday night lights he’d once imagined would be his destiny. It was steady work. Respectable. Just not the greatness he’d once dreamed about. But even here, managing schedules and inventory, Jack couldn’t help but see possibilities. Ways to improve efficiency. Ideas for better customer service. His mind was always working, always dreaming, always imagining what could be.

If only he could silence the voices long enough to act on those dreams.

Diane was different. She was working her way through college, pursuing a degree in Business Management, pragmatic, focused, with a quiet determination that spoke volumes. The diner was just a stop on her journey, not her final destination.

What Diane didn’t realize, what she had never fully grasped, was that she was absolutely stunning. Not just physically beautiful, though she was that in a way that made customers do double-takes and leave bigger tips. It was something deeper. An intelligence that sparkled in her eyes when she solved problems. A kindness that made people feel seen. A warmth that made difficult things look effortless.

But Diane had grown up as the smart girl, the responsible one, the daughter who got good grades and worked hard. Beauty wasn’t part of her self-concept. When men flirted with her at the diner, she assumed they were just being friendly. When professors praised her insights in class, she figured they were just being encouraging. The idea that she possessed something special, that combination of intelligence, beauty, and capability, simply didn’t register.

Diane’s real gift was people. She could read them, their moods, their needs, what they weren’t saying. She knew which customers needed conversation and which needed silence. She could sense when someone was having a bad day and needed an extra smile. She had an intuitive understanding of what made people tick, what they needed to hear, and how to help them feel better about themselves.

But if you asked Diane about her talents, she’d shrug and say she was just being nice, just doing her job.

They met on a Saturday morning. The breakfast rush was in full swing, and Diane was in the middle of her shift when she noticed someone following the manager around. Who’s the geek? Was her first thought, some guy in khakis and a button-down, looking way too serious for a diner on a Saturday morning, taking notes like he was auditing the place.

It was a funny first thought. One that would make her laugh later.

When the manager finally brought him over for introductions, “Diane, this is Jack, our new assistant manager,” that thought fluttered away quickly. Completely. Like it had never existed.

There was something.

An instant attraction so unexpected it caught her off guard. Not just his looks, though he was handsome in an understated way. It was his eyes, the way they looked at her with genuine interest, like he was actually seeing her, not just a waitress in a uniform. The way he smiled, a little shy, a little uncertain. The way he said her name, like it mattered.

They talked for maybe two minutes. Basic introductions. Welcome to the team. Looking forward to working together. Nothing profound. Nothing that would explain the electricity she felt.

As Diane walked away to refill coffee for table six, she whispered under her breath, so quietly no one could hear: “I’m going to marry him someday.”

It was crazy. Impulsive. The kind of thing she never said, never even thought. But somehow, in that moment, she knew, a foreshadowing of a life to come.

What drew Jack to Diane wasn’t just her looks, though he’d noticed those immediately; it was the way she moved through the diner. The way she seemed to know exactly what each customer needed. The way she could defuse a cranky regular with a smile and a joke. The way she made everyone feel like they mattered. She had a gift for people, even if she didn’t see it that way.

What drew Diane to Jack was harder to articulate. Maybe it was the way he looked at her, not just with attraction, but with genuine respect. The way his eyes lit up when he talked about his ideas, even the crazy ones. There was something magnetic about a dreamer, even one riddled with doubt.

They’d met in California, a state full of people chasing dreams. But dreams, they were learning, rarely looked like what you imagined when you were younger.

Jack’s football aspirations had long since dissolved. He’d been good enough to play in high school, passionate enough to love the game, but never quite talented enough to go further. Each year, the distance between his childhood dreams and reality grew a little wider. The voices made sure he remembered every fumble, every missed tackle, every moment the coach had looked past him to someone more talented.

But Jack still believed, somewhere deep down, beneath the self-doubt, that he was meant for something significant. He just couldn’t figure out what, and the voices made sure he questioned every instinct.

Diane was methodical about her future. Business Management wasn’t a dream so much as a carefully constructed plan. She saw the diner as a classroom, learning about management, about people, about the intricate dance of running a business. She took mental notes after every shift, observing what worked and what didn’t, watching how different management styles affected the staff and customers.

She had no idea how rare that kind of people-reading ability was. How valuable. She just thought everyone could sense what others needed.

When they moved to the Pacific Northwest, it wasn’t some grand adventure. It was a calculated decision. Better opportunities. Lower cost of living. A chance to reset. Jack saw it as a fresh start, a place where maybe the voices wouldn’t follow him. Diane saw it as a strategic career move, closer to growing companies, and better networking opportunities.

They complemented each other in ways neither fully understood. Jack’s dreaming balanced Diane’s pragmatism. Diane’s ability to read people and situations steadied Jack’s doubt. When Jack’s voices told him he was destined to fail, Diane would calmly point out his successes. When Diane dismissed her own gifts, Jack would remind her how extraordinary she was at connecting with people, at making them feel valued.

They loved each other. That was never in question. Their relationship was the one consistent thing in a world of uncertainty. When Jack’s management position felt stagnant, when the voices told him he’d never amount to anything, Diane was there. When Diane’s academic goals seemed overwhelming, when she doubted her own capabilities, Jack saw her clearly in a way she couldn’t see herself.

But beneath the surface, a quiet desperation was growing. Not the dramatic desperation of movie scripts, but the real, mundane kind. The kind that makes you wonder if this, this, is what adulthood was supposed to feel like.

Jack felt the weight of untapped potential. He was a dreamer working a job that required no dreaming. A man who believed he was destined for greatness while the voices whispered that he was destined for mediocrity.

Diane felt the disconnect between her capabilities and her self-perception. She was brilliant, beautiful, talented, and completely unaware of any of it. She worked hard because that’s what you did, not because she believed she was building something extraordinary.

They weren’t failures, exactly. They were just... fine. Paying bills and making rent. Existing in that liminal space between youth and true adulthood, where dreams don’t die, they just fade.

They didn’t know it yet, but they were about to be asked a question that would change everything. A question that would force them to look beyond the comfortable life they’d built and imagine something more. A question that would challenge Jack’s voices and reveal Diane’s hidden strengths.

This is their story. A story about a dreamer learning to silence his doubts and a brilliant woman learning to see her own worth. About partnership. About discovering that life’s most important journeys often begin when you least expect them, about learning that the question “What do you want?” is the first step toward everything.
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CHAPTER 2
The Unexpected Conversation
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Life has a way of showing up when you least expect it. For Jack, that moment came on an ordinary Tuesday morning, in an office that would change everything.

The summons to his boss’s office sent a ripple of anxiety through Jack’s body. In all his time working there, he had never been called in like this. His mind raced with possibilities. Had he done something wrong?

Doubt is a curious thing. It creeps in quietly, whispering stories we’re not sure we want to hear.

When Jack knocked and entered, the boss did something unexpected. Instead of remaining behind his desk, that traditional barrier between management and employee, he stood and walked toward Jack. His handshake was firm, his eyes kind but intense.

“Jack,” he said, “sit down. We need to talk.”

The office told a story all its own. Framed photographs captured moments of family and achievement. A window revealed a landscape outside, where a white heron glided with effortless grace, a silent metaphor for the journey about to unfold.

Jack noticed the walls. They weren’t filled with fancy diplomas or corporate awards. Instead, they were covered with hand-drawn mind maps. Scribbled notes. Arrows connecting ideas. The kind of visual thinking that speaks of a mind that sees beyond the obvious.

A stack of books sat nearby. Well-worn volumes on leadership and personal development, their spines creased and pages dog-eared. Books that looked like they had been read and re-read, marked with pencil notes in margins, the kind of books that hold wisdom beyond their printed words.

“I’ve been watching you,” the boss said, not in a threatening way, but with the gentle observation of someone who sees potential before the potential sees itself. “You show up on time. You do good work. You’re reliable. But Jack, I see something in you that I don’t think you see in yourself yet.”

Jack shifted in his chair, unsure where this was going.

The boss leaned back and studied him for a moment. Then came the question. Simple. Profound. Unexpected.

“What do you want?”

Jack blinked. Confusion crossed his face. “Excuse me?”

“What do you want?” the boss repeated. “Not what you need. Not what pays the bills. Not what you think you’re supposed to want. What do you actually want out of life?”

Most people go through life on autopilot. They accept what comes. They settle. Jack had become an expert at settling.

“I’m... I’m content,” Jack said. The word hung in the air, a shield, a limitation, a surrender.

The boss leaned forward. His eyes held the wisdom of someone who had walked through challenges and emerged not bitter, but better.

“Content,” he repeated slowly. “Jack, let me tell you something. Contentment can be a beautiful thing when you’ve achieved what you set out to do. But contentment without vision? That’s just another word for settling. And I don’t think you’re meant to settle.”

He paused, letting the words sink in.

“God didn’t design us to merely survive,” he continued. “He created us to shine. To be a light. To live with purpose. You have gifts, Jack. Talents. Dreams buried so deep you’ve forgotten they’re there. But I can see them. The question is, can you?”

Jack’s mind drifted to his small wants. A new car. A big-screen TV. A vacation to Maui. Pipe dreams that felt more like distractions than desires.

“I don’t know,” Jack said quietly. “I guess I want the usual stuff. A nicer car, maybe. A bigger place. I don’t know.”

The boss smiled, not condescending, but understanding. “That’s surface-level stuff, Jack. I’m not asking what you want to buy. I’m asking what you want to become. What kind of life do you want to build? What legacy do you want to leave?”

Jack felt something stir inside him. A flicker of something he hadn’t felt in years. Hope? Fear? He wasn’t sure.

“I want you to go home tonight,” the boss said. “Talk to Diane. Really talk to her. Ask her what she wants. Then ask yourself the same question. Not what you think you can have, but what you dream of having. Write it down. Be specific. And then bring it back to me.”

“I’ll talk to Diane,” Jack said, “but I don’t see how this helps. I mean, dreaming is one thing. Reality is another.”

The boss smiled. A smile that said he had heard this hesitation before. That he understood the fear of dreaming.

“Jack, let me tell you something I learned a long time ago. Every great achievement starts with a dream that someone decided to take seriously. You don’t have to see the whole staircase. You just have to take the first step. And the first step is always the same, knowing what you want.”

He stood and walked Jack to the door, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“I believe in you, Jack. Now it’s time for you to believe in yourself. Go home. Talk to Diane. Write it down. And then we’ll figure out the next step together.”

Jack left the office, his mind a whirlwind of confusion and curiosity.

One thought echoed clearly: How am I going to explain this to Diane?

Sometimes, the most important conversations begin with the most unexpected questions.
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CHAPTER 3
The Conversation with Diane
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Jack sat in his car in the driveway for a full ten minutes before going inside. The engine ticked as it cooled, and he stared at the steering wheel, trying to figure out how to explain what had just happened.

What do you want?

The question echoed in his mind. It seemed so simple. So obvious. And yet, Jack realized he had no idea how to answer it.

He thought about the things he wanted. A new car, his current one was falling apart. A bigger TV. Maybe a vacation to Maui. But even as he listed these things in his mind, they felt hollow. Surface-level. Like he was reading from a script someone else had written.

Finally, he got out of the car and walked inside.

Diane was in the kitchen, chopping vegetables for dinner. She looked up when he came in, and immediately her face changed.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

Jack set his keys on the counter and leaned against it. “Nothing’s wrong. It’s just... something weird happened at work today.”

Diane put down the knife. “Weird how?”

“The boss called me into his office.”

Her eyes widened. “Are you in trouble?”

“No. At least, I don’t think so.” Jack ran his hand through his hair. “He asked me a question.”

“What kind of question?”

Jack looked at her. “He asked me what I want.”

Diane blinked. “What do you want?”

“Yeah. Not what I need. Not what pays the bills. What I actually want out of life.”

Diane picked up the knife again and went back to chopping, but slower now. “That’s... an odd question for a boss to ask.”

“I know. But he was serious. He told me to come home and talk to you about it. He wants us to figure out what we want, really want, and write it down.”

Diane stopped chopping again. “Write it down?”

“Yeah.” He said, “Knowing what you want is the first step to getting it.”

Diane turned to face him fully now. “Jack, what is this about? Is this some kind of corporate team-building thing?”

“I don’t think so. I think he’s trying to help me. Help us.”

Diane crossed her arms. “Help us with what?”

Jack didn’t have an answer. He looked around their small apartment. The worn couch. The outdated kitchen. The stack of bills on the counter that they’d been avoiding.

“I don’t know,” he said quietly. “But I think he sees something in us that we don’t see in ourselves.”

Diane was quiet for a long moment. Then she sighed and wiped her hands on a towel.

“Okay. So, what do we want?”

Jack shrugged. “I don’t know. A nicer car? A bigger place?”

“Those are things, Jack. Is that really what you want?”

Jack felt something shift inside him. Diane was right. Those weren’t dreams. They were just... stuff.

“What do you want?” he asked her.

Diane looked down at her hands. When she spoke, her voice was soft.

“I want a home. Not an apartment. A real home. With a yard. And a front porch. I want to feel like we’re building something. Like we’re not just... surviving.”

Jack felt his chest tighten. He’d never heard Diane talk like this before.

“I want that too,” he said.

Diane looked up at him. “Do you? Or are you just saying that?”

“I mean it. I want us to have a home. I want to build something with you.”

Diane’s eyes filled with tears, and she quickly wiped them away. “Then why don’t we?”

“Because I don’t know how,” Jack admitted. “I don’t know where to start. And honestly, Diane, I’m scared. What if we try and fail? What if we can’t do it?”

Diane walked over to him and took his hands.

“Jack, we’ve been drifting. You know that, right? We go to work, we come home, we pay the bills, and we do it all over again. We’re not living. We’re just... existing.”

Jack nodded. She was right.

“Maybe your boss is right,” Diane continued. “Maybe we need to figure out what we want. Maybe that’s the first step.”

Jack pulled her into a hug. They stood there in the kitchen for a long moment, holding each other.

“Okay,” Jack said. “Let’s do it. Let’s figure out what we want.”

That night, after dinner, they sat at the kitchen table with a notebook between them. Jack stared at the blank page.

“So... where do we start?” he asked.

Diane picked up the pen. “Let’s start with the house. What kind of house do we want?”

Jack thought for a moment. “I don’t know. Just a nice house, I guess.”

“Be specific,” Diane said. “The boss told you to be specific, right?”

Jack nodded. “Okay. A house with a yard. And a garage. And... I don’t know, three bedrooms?”

Diane wrote it down. “What else?”

They spent the next hour talking and really talking. About the life they wanted to build. The family they wanted to have. The future they wanted to create.

By the time they went to bed, they had a list. It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t complete. But it was a start.

And for the first time in a long time, Jack felt something he hadn’t felt in years.

Hope.
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CHAPTER 4
The Collage
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As soon as Jack got to work the next morning, he went straight to his boss’s office. The boss was on the phone talking with someone and held up a finger for him to wait a minute and sit down.

As Jack walked in, he noticed a board on the wall. He’d never paid attention to it before, and it was odd that he saw it now.

It was a collage of different cut-out pictures. They looked like pictures out of a magazine. They weren’t in any particular order, and they looked like a third grader had cut them out and glued them to the board. Jack started to study the collage, and things seemed to make sense. He still wasn’t sure why, but they looked familiar. He just couldn’t put his finger on it.

The boss finished his phone call, hung up, and immediately stood up from behind his desk. He walked around and took the chair right next to Jack.

“Jack, did you talk with Diane?” the boss asked.

“Yes, Diane and I spoke, and we don’t see how deciding what we want will make any difference,” Jack replied. “I’ve wanted lots of things in life, and to be honest with you, they never really panned out. You know, you get hit in the teeth enough times, you just stop wanting anything.”

The boss nodded his head. “I understand. I’ve been there. I would dream of a nice car, a lovely house, family, friends, but I never thought about what it would look like, how it would smell, how vivid it would be. My dreams were just whispers in the night. Like a fleeting thought, and then I would go on with my day.”

The boss continued, “See, I never gave it a second thought, and since I didn’t give it a second thought, I wouldn’t always make the right decisions to go after what I wanted. When you decide what you want, when you write it down and see every piece of it, you start the engine of getting what you want. You begin to think about the decisions that you need to make to get there. When we don’t truly consider what we want, we are like a rudderless ship. We just go wherever the wind blows us. This is not a way to live life. It’s quite simple when you think about it. How good is a ship if we can’t make it go where we want?”

“Let’s take it even a step further,” the boss added. “Let’s say you have a boat. Don’t you decide where you want to go? Of course, you do. No one pulls their boat to the forest with the hope that there will be a lake to put the boat in. And finally, we would never take a boat into the lake if we had no way to steer it. This is why we need to figure out what we want. This doesn’t mean that we will always get what we want, but it gives us a starting point. A point to aim for. It provides a way to determine if our choices are taking us closer or farther away from where we want to be. Do you understand?”

“Okay, I think I understand, but this seems way too simple to work,” Jack said.

“You’re right,” the boss replied. “The problem with success and getting what you want is that it is simple. Don’t get me wrong, it still takes a lot of work, but like most things in life, we look past the simple and try to find the hard things to make our lives worthwhile. If we embrace the simple things and have discipline, we could make our lives and the world a better place.”

“Okay, I’m not sure I understand what you mean by ‘do the simple things,’” Jack said, feeling lost.

Do the simple things? Jack thought to himself. That made no sense. All the successful people he knew seemed to have mastered the highest mountains. I mean, they were lucky, or they came from a great, wealthy family, or they were very athletic. None of these people had real struggles. They took giant leaps in life. That’s why they got what they wanted.

Jack suddenly realized that his boss had stopped talking and was just studying him. How long had the boss stopped talking? I wasn’t talking out loud, was I? Why is he looking at me like that?

A slight smile was on the boss’s face now, like he knew what Jack was thinking.

“Jack, I know all of this seems way too easy to work,” the boss said. “I assure you that going after what you want is going to take work and sacrifice. Everything in life comes at a cost. It’s all about choice, and we will talk about that later.”

The boss leaned forward. “Success is simple. It’s easy to do the things that need to be done. The problem is, it’s even easier not to do them.”

Jack said, “That kind of makes sense, but can we go back to knowing what you want first? Are you saying that, if I know what I want, I will just get it by knowing? Wouldn’t that mean I could have everything I ever wanted? Do you have all the things that you decided you wanted? If it’s that easy, why doesn’t everyone do it?”

“These are great questions, Jack,” the boss replied. “Let’s take each question separately. I’ll try to answer them so they make sense.”

Now the boss was smiling. Jack didn’t know it then, but the boss was glad that Jack had all these questions. It meant that Jack was curious, and curious people made things happen. And this was precisely what he wanted for Jack and Diane.
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CHAPTER 5
The Three Questions
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Question #1: Will I get everything I want by just knowing what I want?

“If this is true, I’m starting a Christmas list early this year,” Jack said.

“Jack, that is a perfect analogy for how knowing what you want works,” the boss replied. “Do you remember as a kid getting the Sears catalog?”

Jack’s face squinted up like he had eaten a lemon. “What is the Sears catalog?”

The boss laughed out loud and almost spat out his coffee all over his desk. “I’m sorry, Jack, I forgot you are a bit younger than I am. When I was a kid, about two months before Christmas, the department store Sears would mail out this 300-page color catalog with pictures and descriptions of all the things it sold. As kids, we always knew that Christmas was right around the corner when we saw that catalog. Almost every kid in America loved that catalog because we could see all the top toys that would be available that year.”

The boss explained, “There was page after page after page of different toys. There was boring stuff, like school clothes and adult stuff, but kids like me never looked at them. My sister and I would take turns looking and dreaming about what we would get. We each would take a colored pen and circle all the things we wanted for Christmas. Some years, we may each have had up to 100 items that we wanted for Christmas. We would go through that catalog several times over. Each time, we would dream of how great it would be if we had each toy.”

“Did we get everything we circled in the catalog?” the boss asked rhetorically. “Of course not. Our parents weren’t wealthy, and even if they were, that’s not how life works. Usually, around December 1, our parents would ask us to put a star next to the top 10 gifts we wanted. And usually, we would get five or six of the things that we starred, depending on the budget that year.”

The boss noted, “Would we be disappointed that we didn’t get all the hundred presents? Yes, maybe sometimes, but it was a great lesson in life. Everything comes at a cost. Sometimes I would want an expensive toy, which meant I would get fewer toys. Knowing this helped me make a decision. I knew that I would have to give up nine small toys to get one expensive toy. The question becomes; would I have gotten the toy that I wanted if I hadn’t circled it in the first place? Why sure, I would have gotten presents, and maybe just by luck, I would’ve gotten one of the things that I wanted. But that would be leaving it to chance.”

“Why would I leave it to chance?” the boss asked. “Is it hard to circle items in a catalog? No, it’s easy. My parents had reinforced this discipline by rewarding us with what we wanted. We didn’t get everything, and again this trained us to ask for what we really wanted.”

The boss concluded, “Life is just like picking what you want from a Sears catalog. First, you choose everything that you would like, and then you narrow it down. In life, we narrow it down because there are only so many hours in a day. We narrow it down because some things are just more important for us and to us. By rule, I like to pick items every year that coincide with my family, health, finances, fun, and spirituality.”

Jack started to understand.

Question #2: Can I have whatever I want?

“In the process of figuring out what we want, we need to write it down,” the boss explained. “During the process of figuring out what we want, sometimes we realize what we want isn’t right for us at this time.”

Jack was confused. “I’m not sure I get it. What do you mean, it might not be the right time?”

“By figuring out what you want, you can better decide if what you are working for is the best thing for you at this time,” the boss replied. “Let me give you an example: if you came back to me, and you and Diane had said that you wanted a fancy sports car. Don’t get me wrong, there is nothing wrong with a sports car. In fact, there is nothing that says you can’t work towards the sports car goal. When you start putting the plan into action, you may begin to realize that the cost is too high for where you are in life right now.”

Jack interrupted. “Wait a minute, so I’m only supposed to want things I can afford?”

“Great question, Jack,” the boss responded. “That is not what I mean. What I mean is that the reward may cost you more than you’re willing to give at this time. If the sports car is all you want, you can have it. You may also decide that the sports car can be one of the things you want instead of the only thing you want.”

The boss continued, “You are a young man with a wife, and I have heard you talk about starting a family. It may be that it’s not the right time to get a sports car. And by getting the sports car, it may make the other person suffer. That’s why it’s so important to decide what you want for your family, for your salary, your home, your wife, and your investments. Just remember, everything comes at a cost. And I don’t mean just money. I mean time, energy, commitment, and love. The beauty of deciding what you want allows you to say no to the things you don’t want.”

Knowing what you do want allows you to say no to things you don’t want.

“Does that make sense?” the boss asked.

Jack thought for a moment. “I guess what you’re saying is, when I pick things I want, it doesn’t necessarily mean I’ll get everything, but it starts me off on the right track to decide what is most important to me in my life. Really, what you’re saying is, without knowing what I want, my odds of getting them are up to chance. By choosing what I want, even though I might not get everything on my list, I will move closer to some of those things. The things I don’t get won’t be because of chance, but because I chose not to go after them. Those items on my list just weren’t as vital to me.”
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