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    PREFACE


    The spark for this book ignited years ago when I was introduced to a corporate book focused on the theme of change. While the book offered relatable insights, I found that it lacked the soul and vibrancy of real life, leaving me inspired to create something with more profound resonance. (I also vowed to create an allegory with more depth than the tired metaphor of the rat race and cheese as money that often dominates corporate messaging.)


    After spending over twenty-five years in the corporate hospitality world (Compass Group USA, Aramark, Sodexo), I’ve come to realize that the true power of our work lies in how we connect with others—whether guests or coworkers, clients or our closest loved ones—and how we make them feel.


    I strongly believe in the transformative power of storytelling. Beyond the lessons learned from my own experiences, I’ve come to appreciate how a well-crafted story can motivate, challenge, and teach us more than facts alone ever could.


    What started as a book aimed at navigating the corporate workplace transformed into a more universal exploration of living with purpose, wherever we choose to do so. Over the years, my own path has taken me from studying psychology to pursuing music, moving into hospitality, and currently into writing. Through these varied roles, I’ve learned that purpose is ever evolving, changing as we do.


    This book is relevant to all who seek to explore their purpose, whether through work, relationships, education, personal growth, or a combination of these. It’s for those who question their place in the world, aspire to reach their full potential, and seek to make meaningful contributions.


    


    I invite you to appreciate your own life’s journey—who you were, who you are becoming, and, most importantly, who you are right now. I hope something you read here helps you feel more connected, follow your heart, and live with purpose.


    Blessings,


    Kris


    


    INTRODUCTION


    We all wonder why we’re here.


    What gives our lives meaning?


    Where we’re headed—and what guides us along the way.


    The Goldfish, the Castle, and the Dragon is a book about purpose. But rather than offering a checklist of answers, it invites you on a journey to live your own.


    The first part of this book, “The Goldfish, the Castle, and the Dragon,” is an original fable, a gentle allegory following the journey of a curious goldfish named Gilly. Drawn by longing and guided by unexpected teachers, Gilly ventures into a new world, experiences challenges, and discovers truths about herself. Along the way, key stages of searching for purpose emerge: questioning, struggle, awakening, transformation, and growth.


    Throughout the fable, you’ll find brief insights labeled: “Fish Food Interlude,” which expand on themes introduced in the story and offer thoughtful invitations to explore them more deeply.


    The second part of the book, “Living with Purpose,” shifts into direct reflection. It examines and develops the main ideas in the fable as they connect to purpose, divided into several sections:


    
      	
Foundations of Purpose helps you discover the inner aspects of purpose: who you are, what matters to you, and how you grow from within.


      	
Expressions of Purpose reveals how purpose takes shape through identity, expression, and the ways we bring meaning into motion.


      	
Clarity and Obstacles considers how connection, transformation, and presence help us live with purpose, while naming obstacles that can cloud our purpose and how to overcome them.


      	
Applied Purpose illustrates how purpose exists in daily relationships and work environments.

    


    Each chapter ends with a “Living It” section—practical prompts and exercises to help you bring the themes off the page and into your life.


    Whether you’ve long sensed a purpose or are still seeking one, this book is here to walk alongside you—not to define your answers, but to help you uncover what’s already stirring within. Let’s dive in.


    


    Part I:


    The Goldfish, the Castle, and the Dragon


    The Fable


    


    “Good morning, Boss,” the young Intern said enthusiastically as he entered the new office, carrying a stack of papers.


    “New building, new beginnings.”


    “Yes, our new ‘castle’ of sorts,” the Boss replied, as she took in the surroundings of the untouched room.


    “I got you a present,” the Intern said shyly, carefully setting a small glass bowl on the Boss’s desk.


    “Oh, good, now Finneas will have a friend!” the Boss said as she turned to admire the beautiful wall-sized aquarium behind her.


    “Yeah, I figured that if one goldfish is good luck, then two are even luckier,” the Intern replied with a smile.


    “I’m sure Finneas is still adjusting to his new surroundings after his recent move,” the Boss said, looking at the Black Comet goldfish in the big tank, swimming placidly.


    “Aren’t we all?” The Intern smiled.


    “Does our new fish have a name?” the Boss inquired.


    The Intern froze momentarily as he stared at the goldfish, contemplating. “Yes.… Gilly. Her name is Gilly.”


    Gilly, who radiated a vibrant reddish-orange hue, was a common goldfish, at least by breed name.


    “Well, let’s leave Gilly where she is for now so we aren’t late for our meeting, and we’ll get her situated in her new home right after,” the Boss said as they left the office.


    [image: ]


    The fish bowl sat alone on a bare corner of the desk.


    Gilly swam in circles inside the tiny bowl, its rounded and thick glass providing a warped and magnified view of its delicate contents.


    She paused, hovering in place as her fins glided back and forth.


    How did I end up here? Gilly pondered. There must be something more than this.


    Gilly considered her options.


    I’ll swim faster! That will be more fun, and time will pass more quickly. 


    So Gilly swam as fast as she could, circling the bowl until she was exhausted.


    Well, I’m still in the same place, but now I’m worn out. 


    She thought some more.


    I know. I’ll swim the other way! That will give me a different perspective on things. 


    While this was effective for a time, the novelty soon wore off.


    Once more, Gilly contemplated.


    I got it! I’ll splash around as hard as I can. Surely, someone will notice the commotion and come to rescue me. 


    Gilly splashed, and splashed, and splashed.


    But no one came.


    


    The only thing she accomplished was lowering the water level, giving her even less room.


    Gilly resumed her predictable circles.


    Maybe things aren’t so bad. 


    She circled.


    At least I know what to expect. 


    And circled.


    It’s comfortable. 


    And circled.


    And comfortable is good, right?


    Gilly swam to the surface and poked her head out of the bowl.


    Although she could not completely understand what she saw outside the bowl, Gilly felt a surge of emotion blossoming inside her.


    I want to know what’s out there! I know that there must be something more.


    With a growing sense of ambition and adventure, Gilly decided to take matters into her own fins.


    I want to see the world beyond this tiny bowl!!


    Uncertain about what lay ahead—hoping for the best but fearing the worst—Gilly took a deep, full breath of water …


    and leaped.
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    The next thing Gilly remembered was the feeling of water flowing around her. And a soft humming sound. Then, a kind of bubbling sound. She opened her eyes.


    “The water speaks,” a voice said softly.


    As Gilly’s vision became clearer, she caught sight of a magnificent golden dragon statue looming above her.


    “Did you say that?” Gilly asked the Dragon timidly.


    “The Dragon will tell you its story when you are ready to hear it,” the voice answered.


    Gilly turned and saw a mature Black Comet goldfish gracefully swimming toward her.


    “But first, you must listen to the water,” he continued.


    “Am I …?” Gilly hesitated.


    “No, you are quite alive,” the midnight-black goldfish assured her. “I brought you to the flowing water to heal. I am Finneas.”


    “My name is Gilly.”


    “You must rest and recover, Gilly,” Finneas said. “Allow the water to restore you.”


    “How did I get here?” Gilly inquired.


    “You were rescued by the hands of the glass-tappers”, Finneas answered. “They do mean well.”


    “Well, thank you for your help, but I should be going, you know, to learn my way around,” Gilly said as she swam awkwardly and off-balance toward the water current.


    


    “You do not yet have your full swim fins back,” Finneas said.


    “I’ll be fine,” Gilly said, wobbling closer to the source of the flowing water.


    “Gilly, please look out for the—”


    But before Gilly had a chance to see or think—SWOOSH!!! FWAP!!!


    “—water filter!” Finneas exclaimed as he darted toward Gilly.


    Acting quickly, Finneas wedged himself between the filter and Gilly.


    With a quick, powerful flick of his tail, he freed them both from the filter’s suction.


    Gilly caught her breath.


    “Thank you, Finneas!” Gilly exclaimed. I must learn to accept help when it is kindly offered, Gilly reflected to herself.
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    The tranquil sound of the water resumed, as if nothing had happened.


    “Water is life, Gilly. It is here to help you, not harm you. But you must listen to understand what it has to say. Listen to the story it tells. Everything tells a story.”


    “But now I’m afraid of it,” Gilly confessed.


    “We fear what we do not understand,” said Finneas. “When you understand and respect the water, you will see it need not be feared. This is true of many things in life.”


    Gilly paused, contemplating this advice.


    


    “Feel the direction from which the water flows,” Finneas continued. “Now—swim toward it.”


    Still feeling weak, Gilly swam hesitantly into the current, only to be swiftly pushed back.


    She attempted it again, yielding the same result. “It’s too difficult,” Gilly murmured.


    “Swimming against the current will strengthen you inside and out, but it is not sustainable in the long term without purpose,” Finneas said. “You cannot live your life struggling. This time, approach the current from the still side, and trace it back to its source.”


    Gilly swam just outside the current to its origin and hovered safely away from the filter.


    “Now, calmly swim toward the current. With it. Do not fight it.”


    Gilly approached the edge of the current … and let go.


    “Whee! Hahaha!!!” Gilly shouted with joy as the current playfully carried her along.


    “The water moves, so you can be still,” Finneas said.


    “But how do I know when to swim against the current and when to flow with it?” Gilly asked.


    “You must look inside for the answer,” Finneas said. “If swimming upstream serves a purpose, it is worth the effort. If it does not serve a purpose, it is easier to let the water carry you. The water speaks.”


    How do I know inside if something has a purpose? Gilly wondered.


    


    Fish Food Interlude:


    Water is part of a deeply interconnected system. It covers approximately 71% of the Earth’s surface. The human body is comprised of roughly 60% water. Water regulates the Earth’s temperature, as well as the temperature of the human body. Nearly 97% of the world’s water is salty, and 2% is locked in ice caps and glaciers, leaving 1% for the majority of our needs. There is the same amount of water on Earth now as there was when the Earth was formed. The water cycle continuously replenishes our water supply through the processes of evaporation, condensation, and precipitation.
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    Gilly and Finneas followed the current downstream, coming across a large rock formation nestled in a bed of sand. Observe how the water adapts to its environment. It flows around the rock and carries on,” Finneas said.


    “Does that mean the water is weak?” Gilly asked.


    “Ah. Do not confuse soft for weak,” Finneas advised. “The softness of water adapts to obstacles by flowing around them, yet over time, the water is strong enough to wear even the hardest of them down.”


    “It does? I never thought of that before,” Gilly pondered out loud.


    Finneas added, “The sand beneath us was once mighty rocks, weathered over time. The water has transformed the rock, allowing it to become something else.”


    “That’s amazing how rock became tiny bits of sand,” Gilly expressed.


    “It is, indeed. Here, the sand serves as our foundation. Elsewhere, the sand can be transformed into construction materials. Sand tells the story of time: its past, present, and future.”


    “But what if the rock doesn’t want to be transformed?” Gilly asked.


    “Change is inevitable, Gilly,” Finneas stated. “We can either embrace change and adapt to it, or miss the opportunity to become something different, a new version of ourselves.”


    “How long does it take for something to transform?” Gilly asked.


    “Some transformations are instant, while others may involve a lifetime,” Finneas said.


    Change would be much easier to appreciate if it were always up to me, Gilly thought.


    


    Fish Food Interlude:


    Sand serves as the foundation for producing glass, mortar, concrete, and asphalt, which are essential for constructing buildings and paving new paths. Placed in an hourglass, sand is used to measure time. At a beach or a Zen Garden, sand can serve as a means of stress relief. Scientists acknowledge that there are more stars in the sky than grains of sand on Earth.
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    Gilly and Finneas swam along the sandy foundation until they discovered a patch of fern growing from it.


    “How does the fern grow in the sand?” Gilly asked Finneas.


    “How do you grow in the water?” the fern quipped teasingly.


    “What?! You speak?!” Gilly exclaimed. “I’m Gilly. What’s your name?”


    “We are Fern.”


    “All of you?” questioned Gilly, noticing many ferns around her.


    “Though we appear separate in the water, beneath the sand, our roots are intertwined as one,” answered Fern. “We connect and communicate this way, growing together below the water as above. When our roots cease to grow downward, they expand outward. So we are always growing, in all ways.”


    “Why would your roots stop growing down?” Gilly asked.


    “Though you cannot see it, beneath the sand is a barrier of glass, the same as those surrounding us. The roots can only extend down so far,” Fern explained.


    “Ah, so there’s only so much we can grow in here,” Gilly said, feeling discouraged.


    “Though our world has bounds, that does not limit what we can accomplish within it,” Fern said. There are things we can change and those we cannot. We cannot change what has come before. But we can adapt and make changes in the present, and for the future.”


    “We create discomfort when we fail to recognize the difference between what we can change and what we cannot,” Finneas added.


    “What else do you do besides grow, Fern?” asked Gilly.


    “Some would argue that is enough,” Fern jested. “If by that, you mean what purpose do we serve, we filter impurities from the water. We also transform light energy into a form that you can utilize. And what we breathe out, you breathe in.”


    “All that just by growing?! And I can’t even see it!” Gilly exclaimed.


    “Yes. And we offer a natural shelter as a refuge from stress. To top it off, we make this place look spectacular just by being here!” Fern boasted.


    Gilly looked at Fern in awe.“We are grateful just to be a part of it all,” Fern said, waggling some fronds in a way that emulated a bow or curtsy.


    “Remember, Gilly, everything contributes to the whole in one way or another,” Finneas said. “The more open you become to change, the more you’ll grow, too.”


    As Gilly and Finneas swam off together, Gilly was immersed in thought.


    How do I contribute to the whole?


    


    Fish Food Interlude:


    Plants use photosynthesis to convert carbon dioxide into oxygen, essential for humans and other animals (including fish), who release carbon dioxide through respiration, which is used by plants, creating an interconnected cycle. Animals depend on plants for nutrition and habitat. In turn, animals contribute to plant reproduction through pollination and seed dispersal. Plant and animal life cycles are often described as a “circle of life” because they involve repeated patterns of birth, growth, reproduction, death, and birth again. The close relationships between plants and animals have driven their evolution over millions of years.
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    As Gilly swam above Fern, she noticed algae growing on the side of the glass.


    She stopped to examine it closely. “What’s this?” Gilly asked.


    “I’ll be riiiiight there. I appreciate your … patience,” a strange voice answered sluggishly from inside Fern.


    At that moment, a small Tiger Nerite snail slowly made its way up the glass wall, inching methodically toward the algae. “My name is Shelldon. How do you do?” said the snail.


    “My name is Gilly. I didn’t see you in there!” Gilly replied.


    “Yes, Fern provides a more than adequate location for me to take a quiet break,” Shelldon said. “From time to time.”


    “May I ask what it is that you do, Shelldon?” Gilly inquired.


    “You certainly may,” Sheldon said, crawling closer to the algae.


    Gilly waited for a response, but Shelldon was focused on climbing.


    Ah. He’s a literal kinda guy. “What is it that you do?” Gilly repeated.


    “Generally, I move up and down the walls, carefully … removing algae as I go,” Shelldon said.


    “And why do you do that?” Gilly inquired.


    “Well, I’m suited for it, and I do it well,” Shelldon stated matter-of-factly. “And I’m always hungry.”


    “Oh, algae is your food!” Gilly said.


    “Yes, and my waste serves as fertilizer for Fern to grow,” Shelldon explained.


    


    “Additionally, my removal of the algae creates a more aesthetically pleasing environment for everyone to enjoy.”


    “So, you clean this whole place?” Gilly asked, surveying the expansive area.


    “Yes, but that might feel overwhelming to think of it that way, so rather than looking at all that lies ahead, I concentrate only on what is right in front of me. I focus on the present instead of worrying about the future,” Shelldon said as he continued to clear an area of the glass.


    “The present is a present,” he added. “That’s a little snail humor.”


    “I like it. And what do you do when you’re finished?” Gilly asked.


    “Hmm?” said Shelldon, engrossed in his cleaning.


    “What do you do when you finish cleaning the walls?” Gilly clarified.


    “Oh, I start over again. There’s always more to do,” Shelldon replied.


    “That’s an awful lot of work!” Gilly said.


    “My reward is in knowing that I have done all that I can, and that I’m making things better. I don’t have to do everything, but I do what I can, and it’s always enough,” Shelldon explained.


    “I wish I had your determination,” Gilly remarked.


    “But fish are not meant to climb walls,” Shelldon said. “Fish swim. You must realize and use the talents you have.”


    Although Gilly understood what Shelldon meant, she couldn’t help but consider …


    All fish swim. What makes me special? 


    


    Fish Food Interlude:


    Snails are born with their shells, which many find surprising to learn are a living part of their bodies. The mantle of a snail continually secretes its shell, enlarging it as the snail grows. A snail shell is a logarithmic spiral whose distance between coils increases at a constant rate. It is one of many examples of the “Golden Ratio” or “Fibonacci sequence” seen in nature, including: human body proportions, pinecones, sunflowers, seashells, the branching of trees, and hurricanes.
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    “What is that?!” Gilly gasped, spotting a distant structure unlike anything she had yet seen or explored.


    “That, Gilly, is a castle,” Finneas said.


    “It’s beautiful. What is it for?” Gilly asked.


    “A castle is a fortress, built primarily for protection from outside forces,” Finneas explained.


    “Though the castle may seem quiet, it invites us to listen to our thoughts, fears, and truths. Inside is a place of sanctuary and refuge. Though there is security, you must be wary, for if you dwell there too long, you can become a prisoner of yourself.”
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