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This book is dedicated to my three angels in heaven who have greatly impacted my life: Grampa Dee, Uncle Tim, and Coach Hoeppner. I don’t know what I would do without the support, love, and guidance I received from each and every one of you. I miss you guys so much and try to make you proud every waking moment.


Grampa Dee, everything that I have learned about becoming a man came directly from you.


Uncle Tim, you were the first person to believe in my vision and dreams when I officially hung up the cleats.


Coach Hoeppner, you looked me in the eyes when I was eighteen years old and told me that I would be more successful off the field than I ever would be on the field. Because of the impact of these words, that journey has begun.















AUTHOR’S NOTE



Some incidents, events, and dialogue are drawn from my imagination and are not to be construed as real, even though they are based on real characters, conversations, and events. Most of the names used are of real people. But I have changed the names of some individuals and modified identifying features of others and some places in order to preserve their anonymity. The goal in all cases was to protect these people’s privacy without damaging the integrity of my story.















INTRODUCTION





Many of life’s failures are people who did not realize how close they were to success when they gave up.


—Thomas A. Edison




For most people, from the time we reach the age where we can read, talk, and write, the word failure is regarded as negative. Starting in childhood, we get it drilled into our heads that failure is appalling and unacceptable. In sports, the only celebration is the team or individual who comes out on top. The one who wins the lead in the play is applauded, and the rest who tried out are suddenly the losers. Then you have the business world, where if you fail as an employee, you may no longer be trusted with important projects, you may get demoted, or you may even be left without a job. If you’re in a leadership position, it’s almost certain that you will catch negative media attention and the critics will come calling left and right.


But the most successful men and women in the world—the game changers, those who have created something far bigger than most—are also the biggest failures. How can this be? This is because failure isn’t really a failure; it’s just one effort among many to move forward, to become the best you can be. It is the journey of learning from multiple failures and turning them into success over and over again. It is a process of recognizing the gift, the benefit, the lesson learned, and using it to catapult ahead. And if I can do it, anyone can.


As a former NFL linebacker for the Chicago Bears, I have had to constantly reprogram my mind and motivate myself even in the midst of some of the most difficult times in my life. As a former drug addict, I have had to continually remember who I am. The strategies I share within these pages are the same ones I’ve been implementing every day for the past ten years. These strategies have helped me achieve some audacious goals as an entrepreneur, a motivational speaker, and a maximum performance strategist. Once I learned to see each failure as a gift—a blessing in disguise—things started to change.


I know what it’s like to be knocked down and out, and I’ve learned to expect challenges because that’s just the way life is. You have to expect challenges, too, in order to be prepared. However, you don’t have to let the challenges or apparent failures define who you are.


“But, Matt,” I can hear some say. “I’m so stressed out. I have two jobs, and I’m barely making ends meet. I can’t take another failure. I’ll never make it.”


I hear you. I understand. We’re all asking more of ourselves than perhaps at any other time in history—or so we like to think. Life is difficult and complicated. It’s rough out there. Wars, economic and health crises that plague the globe, and pending planetary disasters present new, unprecedented challenges for us as human beings.


But no matter what’s happening in the world, we all have dreams. We must cling to our dreams. We want to be the hero of our own destinies, winners in the game of life. No matter who we are or what country we live in, we want opportunities for advancement, good homes, significant and satisfying careers, and great relationships. We’re all the same on some level. We all have goals, and we all want to believe that we can become successful.


When failures or setbacks happen, as they inevitably will, some will simply quit. Some will blame others for misfortune and settle into mediocrity. Many will want to give up, but their dreams won’t let them. Having goals and dreams is important. It can help you through the hard times, the dark days. And if you quit, it’s all over.


I know both sides of this coin. I often played the victim role in high school. I had to utilize whatever strength I had left within me and find new dreams and goals. Over time I have realized that we all have a spark of greatness in us. None of us is destined to be a victim. Each time we’re knocked down, we have to get back up again. It’s simple but true.


I’m not a victim of my past or my circumstances. I am an incredible being—a victor—who knows that the power of a champion resides within me. I’m the dreamer who keeps on dreaming. I am recognizing my gifts and acknowledging my blessings in disguise. I continue to rack up the gifts, one failure and success at a time. And I want to show that the same can be true of you.


It’s never too late to begin. If you’re reading this book, then I know you’re curious. Perhaps my story can help you. I’ll show you how to find that deep, burning flame within yourself, and I’ll explain how to rekindle your dreams and become the person you were destined to be. It is my hope that this book can serve as a beacon of hope, an inspiration, and a guide on your path of life. Once you’ve finished it, you’ll have learned how to turn any failure into a gift, redefine your philosophy on how you view adversity, and never let hard times get the best of you again.















Chapter One



ALMOST DEAD AT SIXTEEN




You learn from the mistakes you make and from the mistakes other people make. The truth is, you don’t learn from success; you learn from failure.


—George Clooney




I made it to the NFL and became a linebacker for the Chicago Bears. I reached a pinnacle of success that was even greater than I ever imagined. But before all that, at sixteen, I was almost dead. At the very least, I was a wayward youth who could have easily landed in prison. At sixteen, I was already a hard-core drug addict—and I had countless lessons to learn.


I know that many people have been in the shoes I used to wear, and many people will be in those same shoes tomorrow. They will be from all ages and walks of life. Some will move forward, and some will stay in that very dangerous place, experiencing all the darkness life has to offer. The fortunate ones will recognize the gift of failure and use their failures as stepping-stones to achieve success.


Some folks like to say that people don’t change, but I’m here to tell you that no matter who you are, you can change. You don’t have to accept your failures as a one-way ticket to nowhere. Everyone has failures. We have them every day—in school, at work, in relationships, and in striving to achieve our bigger goals in life.


Throughout this book, I’ll offer you surefire ways to turn those failures into gifts and successes. But first, let me describe one of my first major failures and how I reprogrammed myself and my life. That turnaround made all the difference and helped shape me into the man I am today.


Being a drug addict in high school, I hurt many people. The truth was I simply didn’t care. My personal goals consisted of getting high. I had abdicated my sense of success and self-esteem to a lower, base goal of being acknowledged by other people whom I deemed to be my most prized allies. I thought I had to hang out with certain people to be accepted. This meant associating with those who were older, more popular, and into every drug imaginable—drugs that were the products of wild, delinquent, and even criminal behavior.


I’m not talking about mischievous kids who dabbled once in a while in a nefarious world for the thrill of the forbidden. No, I’m talking about diving headlong into the extreme, out-of-control behavior that hurts people. The behavior that gets people locked away in prison. And gets people killed.


One night when I was desperate to get high, I was stressed out and wanted to still my mind immediately. The thing was, I didn’t have much money, and I didn’t want to pay for the coke I so desperately craved. I felt entitled and believed that I deserved to have whatever I wanted.


Charlie and Joe, two drug friends I got high with often, met me that night at a vacant parking lot. “Here’s our money,” said Charlie, handing me a wad of small bills. “Call Robert.” He told me to call because I knew how to get in touch with the well-known drug dealer.


“You know what, guys? I’m not gonna pay.” Adrenaline pumped in my veins, and I felt tough, invincible. “I’m gonna knock the guy out and take everything he’s got.”


Charlie and Joe looked at me like I was crazy.


“Yeah, right,” scoffed Joe. “Shut up. You’re not going to do that. Just make the call.”


I laughed. “Okay. Watch me.”


I made the call, and we were given instructions on where to go. We piled into one car and drove to a secluded park to meet Robert. He stood underneath the tall oak trees, shrouded in the shadows.


“Wait here,” I told Charlie and Joe.


I got out of the car, puffed up my chest, and marched over to Robert. Without saying a word, I squared my shoulders, clenched my fist, and hit him in the face as hard as I could. He crumpled to the ground with one punch. Piece of cake, I thought. I reached down into his coat pockets and took all his coke, weed, and money.


Full of arrogance and self-satisfaction, I sauntered back to the car.


“Good God, Matt,” said Joe. “I can’t believe you did that. In one punch!”


“It was easy.” I laughed like it was no big deal and divvied up their share of the money and dope.


“C’mon, let’s get outta here before he wakes up,” said Charlie.


“Let’s go see Laura,” I suggested, referring to one of our friends who got high with us.


We laughed hysterically as we drove to Laura’s.


Once we got there, Joe blurted, “You won’t believe what Matt did.”


“He knocked out the dealer in one punch,” said Charlie. “You should have seen it.”


“You didn’t,” said Laura.


“Yes, he did,” said Joe. They elaborated, going over every detail with great enthusiasm as if I were a hero.


Their admiration gave me a rush of power. I had no remorse. I was so clueless; I didn’t even worry about the dealer getting even with me later on. Our drug world was tough and dangerous—people got killed for stealing drugs and money from dealers. But I had no concern for the fact that I was playing with fire.


The sad thing was that I knew deep down what I was doing. Somehow I had lost all sense of logic and discrimination. No matter who I was hurting, I simply didn’t care. I wanted what I wanted. Narcotics ruled my every thought, my every action.


Something was clearly bothering me, though. I had previously created lofty goals for myself for high school, college, and sports. For my career and life. When had those goals fallen away and become irrelevant?


Fear is often the catalyst for changes both good and bad, and I suppose fear was in there somewhere. Perhaps I was afraid of not being accepted and not being good enough to achieve my big plans in life. Somehow I had picked up this sense of entitlement. I didn’t even want to try. It was probably fear of not achieving that made me stop pursuing my goals.


After all, how many people actually attain success in sports—a career that requires skill, discipline, talent, and sometimes even a dose of good luck? I’m sure that was bothering me. But I never considered it. Whatever was disturbing me, I pushed it aside and thought only of my next quick fix. I craved that false sense of power and ego that comes from getting high and being regarded highly by those who make their own rules and break the ones they don’t like.


I was young, naïve, and misdirected. Living an unexamined life, I never noticed if I was moving forward and achieving my goals, and I never questioned whether my actions were leading me to a path of success or failure. My thinking was skewed, and my attitude sucked. I felt entitled to anything I wanted. I was reckless and didn’t care about anyone or anything except getting high and partying. Every street drug I could get my hands on—marijuana, crack, cocaine, quaaludes, meth, and every hallucinogen in between—I tried. My objective was to get high and stay high. That was all I thought about. As a result, I quickly spiraled into becoming a true and committed addict. I relied on my daily high to get me through the days, and I avoided thinking about what I was doing and who I was hurting. I was up for any illegal and bold challenge. I wanted to fit in and impress my wild friends.


I had turned a dark corner. My relationships with family and friends no longer mattered to me. My grades were definitely suffering. Yet somehow I remained involved in sports despite the drugs. I had always been into sports, even in elementary school. In high school, I continued playing baseball and football. In many ways, the only fragments of self-esteem and personal achievement I had left were through sports.


I’m not sure how, but I maintained my achievements in sports. I got high, and I played high. I was relaxed on drugs and somehow continued to play well. No one seemed to notice, and I thought I was fooling everyone.


It was crazy. But this was my life, and though I was hanging on by a thread, I was still hanging on.


The stark truth was that I had clearly become a delinquent and a desperate addict. And not even my teammates were safe from me. On a Thursday in May, I went into the locker room looking for money. I stole one of my teammate’s wallets and took all the cash in it. I had breached the trust of my teammates already in many ways, but I had now reached a new low.


The coach found out about the incident and called me in to see him.


Feeling cocky, I sat across the desk from him with legs sprawled in front of me. I didn’t have time for this.


The coach stared at me in disbelief. A part of him knew the truth, but like my family, he didn’t want to believe the worst about me even when it was looking him right in the face. “Did you steal one of your teammate’s wallets?” he asked point-blank.


I ignored him and gazed out the window.


The coach had a soft-spoken voice. He was not an “in your face” kind of guy, but he was firm. “I’m going to give you one chance and one chance only to tell me the truth.” He folded his hands on the desk and said nothing more.


“I don’t know why I’m here,” I finally said, slumping my shoulders and sinking into my chair.


“Matt, you’re lying.” The coach’s face was pinched in pain, his brows furrowed. He shook his head. “You need to go see the dean upstairs right now.” I could feel his disappointment.


I didn’t realize it at the time, but the coach had wanted to help me. He gave me the opportunity to tell him the truth. But I had done everything I could to steel myself against his earnest attempt to get me through this.


I had failed a key test. The one guy who was willing to help me find my way got up and shut the door behind me as I walked out of the room. He was done with me.


I had just lost a true ally, and my future was now in my own reckless hands. I was spiraling downward even farther.


I walked upstairs to the dean’s office and went in with a smug smile. There was no way I was going to admit the truth, and there was no way they could know the real truth.


The dean was a stern man and the ultimate disciplinarian. He was a “take no prisoners” sort of guy. “We got word that you stole one of your teammate’s wallets. Is this true?” He folded his arms and looked at me with burning eyes.


“No, it’s not true.” I stared back at him, daring him to question me.


“Follow me,” the dean said as he picked up his keys.


We headed downstairs to the boys’ locker room. He went straight to my locker and unlocked it.


“What are you doing? You can’t go through my stuff!”


Despite my protests, the dean rummaged through my personal belongings and found my backpack. There, at the bottom of the backpack, was the missing wallet. “Matt, you are in serious trouble. Not only did you steal your teammate’s wallet, but you lied to all of us.”


I was furious. How dare he go through my things! He couldn’t do that!


“Follow me,” said the dean.


We returned to his office, and he dealt out my punishment. “I’m going to suspend you for one day and give you five days of detention.”


I looked at him blankly but laughed to myself. Really? That’s it? That’s all you’ve got? What a joke.


“Matt, it is a privilege to be a student athlete here at Hinsdale South, and you haven’t lived up to the standards. I am forced to release you from the baseball team.”


That was a direct hit to my heart. “What do you mean? You’re kicking me off the baseball team? You can’t take that away from me. You can’t do that! I’m the best player on the team and you know it, and you’re kicking me off? You guys need me!”


The dean picked up a ballpoint pen and tapped it on a pad of paper like a toy drum. He knew I was throwing my talent away, but he was resigned to this decision. “We can do whatever we want, and that’s exactly what we’re doing. You’re excused. You can go now.”


Baseball had always been my best sport, giving me the only true sense of confidence I had ever known. I was a standout youth, and my coaches had insisted that I had all the talent in the world. I was told repeatedly that I could get drafted professionally. Up until high school, I, too, thought that would happen.


Somewhere I had lost the dream and my confidence to achieve it. Everything completely changed when drugs became my priority. I had stopped looking toward my goals. I had lost my vision, my sense of hope, and my potential. Things took a bleak turn after I got kicked off the baseball team. My heart began to pound to the beat of defeat and failure.


I teetered on the edge of getting thrown out of school altogether. As I tested everyone, I disrespected my teachers and fought anyone who so much as looked at me the wrong way. I, Matt Mayberry, am a force to be reckoned with, and I dare you to question me or try me. I vandalized anything that wasn’t mine, I was truant, and I was failing all my classes. I lost count of my suspensions. How I wasn’t expelled entirely is still a wonder to me.


What is even more of a wonder is how my life turned around. Little did I know that the next decade would be completely altered and I would be transformed. It wasn’t long ago that I was invited to be a featured guest at that same high school in Illinois where I was kicked off the baseball team. As the speaker at their staff breakfast, I gave an inspirational message and reminisced about my dark days at Hinsdale South and my journey over the past ten years to where I am now. I thanked the school for not expelling me and for giving me endless chances. Shortly afterward, they nominated me for the Hinsdale South Hall of Fame.


But in 2004, that vision of achievement was not even a remote possibility.


Back then, my guidance counselor told me that if I didn’t change my life immediately, I would probably never graduate from high school and could end up in jail or be dead before my eighteenth birthday.


Their warnings had no effect on me. I scoffed at their concern and the disappointment in their eyes. I could do no wrong! I was overbearing, falsely confident, disrespectful, and driven by only one motivation—to escape reality by getting high. In that world of narcotics I felt powerful, popular, and awesome.


I don’t blame anyone else for my actions. Today, I refuse to take the “victim” route. I came from a good family and a good neighborhood. My parents were happily married, churchgoing folks. I was simply my own biggest problem, yet I thought my problems were because of everyone else—not me. After all, I was invincible!


That feeling of invincibility stemmed from the high of drugs, and it made me destructive and reckless. I lived for immediate and temporary gratification and fulfillment—my next high. I searched for it in dark places. Dangerous places. The next puff of a blunt, the next swig from the whiskey bottle, the next wild party. I had no faith in anything other than drugs and myself. Everything was about me. And I was willing to live my life to the fullest at everyone else’s expense.


When I was sixteen, during the height of this crazy era in my life, I received a letter from my grandparents, the only people I had any type of compassion for at the time. A line in the letter grabbed my attention:


“Matt, you’re slowly killing all of us. Your grandma and I are dying because of you.”


That letter touched a small part of my cynical, cold heart. For a few short minutes, I felt a bit of shame. In Leonard Cohen’s song “Anthem,” he wrote about how light can get through the cracks.


When my grandparents wrote me that letter, they opened a tiny crack, and a tiny bit of light seeped through that tiny crack into my dark world.


It can take a while to learn a life lesson, though, and once again, I catapulted into a dark, dark place.


YOUR OWN PERSONAL GAME PLAN TO PUT INTO ACTION


1. Refuse to be degraded. Don’t let those closest to you degrade your potential. I wasn’t born into an environment that would predict I would become a full-blown drug addict at the age of sixteen. I had a good, loving family and a nice life. No, it was because of the people I surrounded myself with on a daily basis. John C. Maxwell states in his book How Successful People Grow, “According to research by social psychologist Dr. David McCleland of Harvard, the people with whom you habitually associate are called your ‘reference group,’ and these people determine as much as 95 percent of your success or failure in life.” Think about that for a minute—95 percent. If you’re wondering if the percentage in that study is correct, that’s not the point. The point is that who we choose to spend our time with absolutely makes a difference in our lives. When people express to me how disappointed they are or how big of a rut they’re in, I ask them to check their inner circles. This certainly isn’t the case all the time, but more often than not, a link within an inner circle has been sabotaging their success.


2. Friend analysis. Take the time right now to examine your inner circle. Are the people you associate with adding value to your life? Or are they hindering you from reaching your true potential?


• Does your daily environment force and encourage you to grow?


• Are you constantly stepping out of your comfort zone?


• Are you excited and passionate about life?


• Are you challenged to become a better man or woman?


• Does your vision for your future inspire you?


• Are you fired up, or discouraged, each time you share a new idea or dream of yours with your inner circle?


• Do you view failure as a gift and an opportunity to help you get to where you want to go?


If you answered no to more than four of the above questions, your current group of friends and inner circle may be preventing your growth and success. I’m not telling you to immediately get rid of your close friends or cut off ties with beloved family members. However, I hope you start to analyze the members of your inner circle.


3. Be authentic! Be unique! Don’t try to fit in. Dare to stand out. Be you! Looking back on my journey and everything that went wrong during that dark period of my life, I wanted to fit in. I stopped being myself and thought it was cool to hang out with people who snorted cocaine and broke the law. Since then I’ve learned that one of the most powerful characteristics, at least in my humble opinion, is authenticity. Don’t spend one minute trying to “fit in” just because you think that’s the cool thing to do. Being your unique self is an extraordinary gift that the world needs. You have talents and abilities that no one else has. At the end of your life, you’ll never regret living authentically and staying true to who you are. The power of authenticity in business is a game changer as well. It lets your customers, prospects, and everyone else know that you’re real. The brands that neglect the human touch or forget that business is and always will be about people are missing a major component of what it takes to win.


Creating a list of all the characteristics and values that make up Matt Mayberry and that I want to embody has helped me stay true to who I am. My list contains five key values and then five characteristics I strive to practice and instill in my everyday life. I carry this list always. I have one version in my briefcase, another on my desktop, and a final version on my mobile phone.


Make your own list and carry it with you. It will motivate you to become the best version of yourself.















Chapter Two



DRUG REHAB: THE BIG CON




Very little is needed to make a happy life; it is all within yourself, in your way of thinking.


—attributed to Marcus Aurelius




I didn’t know exactly what it meant to go astray, to fall short, to lose my way, when I was sixteen. Back then, I thought I knew everything about life and that I had all the answers.


As I got halfway through my grandparents’ letter, a sentence captured my full attention: “Matt, if you go to the drug treatment facility, we will give you $500.”


I have always loved my grandparents more than anything, but being in the depraved world that I was living in for so long, I have to admit that the only thing that completely reeled me in was the five hundred dollars. Ka-ching! When they mentioned the money, I pictured all the cocaine and weed I could purchase with it.


My grandparents had started the “intervention” conversation with this particular letter after my parents learned that I tested positive for cocaine at my annual physical. I had merely laughed at their attempt to enlist me in an outpatient rehabilitation facility. This was who I was. In my eyes, it was just cocaine. I was actually more surprised that cocaine was the only thing that showed up in my results. I was living so recklessly that cocaine in my bloodstream—one of the most destructive and addictive narcotics on the planet—received a simple shrug from me. My nonchalance terrified my family.


Everyone thought it would be best if I first heard and saw the letter from my grandparents concerning a treatment facility, but I immediately freaked out.


“Mom,” I said, “what the hell are they talking about?”


Mom stood at the kitchen sink, gazing out the window. She turned around and looked at me, then said softly, “This is all that’s left. You need help, and we’ve tried nearly everything to get you back on the right track. We simply can’t do this anymore. You need to go to a treatment facility.”


I scoffed at my mom. I felt empowered from a line of coke I had snorted earlier, and the familiar wave of adrenaline started to pump through me. What does this woman know? How dare she and everyone else tell me that I need a treatment facility?


“Please, Matt, just hear me out.”


“Screw this.” With the letter from my grandparents in my hand, I stomped outside. I couldn’t stand being in the house with her anymore. She was stifling me. I was sixteen and six foot two. I could make my own decisions. She couldn’t tell me what to do. My dad and my grandparents couldn’t, either.


I paced around the yard. A couple of neighbors waved to me. I ignored them. A dog dashed across the street toward me with a ball, wanting to play. I yelled at him to get away.


Twenty minutes clicked by. I reread the letter from my grandparents. They were two of the most important people in my life. I felt that my own parents were clueless, but Grampa Dee (as we lovingly called him) and Grandma were not. Yet, more than anything—more than hearing their words of love and concern and being empathetic to their pain and worries—I selfishly focused on the five hundred dollars they promised to give me if I’d go to rehab. I envisioned buying a ton of dope, then selling it for double the cost and making a thousand bucks or more. My buddies would be impressed, and the girls would come around, knowing I had cash to spend and a stash to blow through. This was just what I needed to make me happy.


Remember how I mentioned that tiny crack of light shining through when I received the letter from my grandparents? Well, there it was again. A tiny crack of light—very tiny, I might add—snuck its way into my cold, cold heart.


The authorities at my high school were sick and tired of my criminal, arrogant behavior. It had robbed so many people of their peace of mind and happiness. And already, my guidance counselor had warned me that if I continued down the path I was currently on, I would either end up dead or in prison. But I had sneered, knowing I was too smart and too strong for that.





TACKLE THIS TODAY


Do you know how to recognize when your heart is closed off to the light? Do you know how to open that crack to let the light shine in?





But there was that tiny bit of light again. It was obvious that my parents, the two people who had brought me into this world and had given me everything possible to have a good life, were at the end of their ropes. Then there were my grandparents. They were also actively involved in my life, since they lived practically next door. They were slowly but surely deteriorating mentally and physically from the stress and chaos caused by my behavior. My drug-induced consciousness told me they were all overreacting.


I was very reluctant about the drug rehab program, but I realized I could score some brownie points with my grandparents and parents and earn five hundred dollars to boot. Plus, if it was a day treatment program, I wouldn’t even have to spend the nights there. It could work. I could make everyone believe I was on the mend, and I would impress my coaches, teachers, and family. They wouldn’t have a clue that I was going to use the five hundred dollars to feed my habit and hopefully double my money. Yeah, that’s the way to go, I decided. It was the “Big Con.” And I was the perfect person to pull it off.


I walked back into the house and approached my mother in the kitchen. “Okay,” I said.


“What do you mean?” she asked.


I couldn’t help but notice that her eyes were wet and red. It dawned on me that many afternoons, I would come home and find her with wet, red eyes. I’d just never paid much attention before.


“I’ll go into the drug treatment program,” I told her flatly. “I’ll do it.”


“You will?” Mom looked at me with total surprise and a wee bit of hope.


Although I was high at the time, I still remember my mother’s expression when I told her the news.


“That’s what I said.”


“Oh, Matt… that’s wonderful.” Tears welled up in her eyes again, but I didn’t want to see it.


“I don’t want to hear any more about it. I said I’d go, so that’s it.”


Without saying another word, Mom nodded.


In the back of my mind, I knew that the last thing I wanted to do was put any energy toward getting sober, drug free, and healthy. I was determined to live my life exactly the way I wanted to, regardless of whom I hurt along the way.





THINGS YOU CAN TACKLE NOW TO OPEN UP TO THE LIGHT




1. Smile at yourself in the mirror. I know this sounds simplistic, but if you want to change your mood from angry to happy, just smile. This comes from that old adage of turning a frown upside down that our teachers talked about when we were in school. And it really does work. It’s almost impossible to stay angry at yourself or anyone else if you stop and smile. And when you smile, the “light” enters into your world.


2. Focus on someone you love. Even at my angriest, when I thought about my grandparents—people I loved with all my heart—a tiny crack of light peered through the darkness. So today, practice focusing on someone who loves you or whom you love, and embrace that feeling.


3. Surrender your feelings of unworthiness. Many times, those angry feelings stem from not feeling worthy of success or happiness. When you feel “less than,” you can act out or become resistant to any good thoughts or encouragement from anyone. Surrender those nasty feelings, and you’ll be amazed at the difference in the way you feel.




[image: image]


You can’t redirect where you are headed or change yourself if you personally don’t want that for your life. It’s a choice. I couldn’t become healthy and work toward creating a better future if I didn’t want to do what was necessary to make that a reality.


My parents, my grandparents, and all the people who loved me couldn’t change my life unless I wanted to. It was up to me. Sure, our friends and family can offer their support, provide us with resources, and be there every step of the way. But if we don’t want to become better and we don’t do the necessary work, at the end of the day none of that really matters. It’s a very sad truth, but that’s why so many men and women have such unhappy and unfulfilled lives. They have completely neglected what’s most important, which is taking full responsibility for themselves. When you stop playing the “blame game,” pointing the finger, and making excuses for why you haven’t experienced success or happiness, that’s when things really begin to transform.


And at sixteen, I didn’t want to change. I wanted to continue on my path with reckless abandon. Without a care in the world, I lived every single day high, ruining the lives of so many.




TACKLE THIS TODAY


Are you used to playing the “blame game” when you’ve done something wrong? Do you take responsibility for your actions?





My parents nearly had to wrestle me into the car every day to get me to rehab. It was their unwavering commitment and unconditional love that made all the difference.


My first day at the treatment facility was miserable. From the moment I walked in, I hated everything about it and wanted absolutely nothing to do with being there. But I knew the only way I was going to receive the five hundred dollars from my grandparents was to show up and appear interested. It was an act, of course. A “Big Con.”


As I sat in a group session among the addicts, my mind drifted. I’m not one of them. I’m not an addict. I was totally in charge of myself. I fantasized about the fun things I could be doing instead of sitting here with a bunch of losers.


As each minute ticked by, I felt more and more miserable and started to hate everything and everyone around me. I thought about how great it would be to get high.


I pictured all the people I would rather be spending my time with, the friends I got high with, the group I partied with. All I had to do was give them a call, and someone would come and get me.


The people at the treatment facility depressed me. I couldn’t stand them. The therapists and doctors had just met me, but they kept telling me that I was living my life the wrong way. I could barely stand the sound of their voices. They’re idiots. Losers. Who chooses to do this for a living, anyway? What can they possibly know about a sixteen-year-old who plays sports and is popular? I had a fantastic life. The best!


Several weeks into my drug treatment program, I came home for dinner one night. Gary, my thirteen-year-old brother, and my mother and father were waiting for me with one of Mom’s special dishes, homemade spaghetti, simmering on the stove, ready to be devoured. Generally, I’d be ravenous to sit down and eat a heaping plateful of my mom’s special recipe. Even though the food smelled delicious, I had something else on my mind.


My family looked at me eagerly—hopefully—as I sat down at the table. They desperately wanted to know I was getting the help I needed so I could return to my old self—the Matt before the drugs.


As rude as ever, I wore headphones and listened to music. Normally, my parents wouldn’t have allowed the headphones at the dinner table, but they didn’t say anything because I was in such a fragile state. They were afraid to set me off. Mom and Dad were happy that I was in the rehab program, and they walked on eggshells, trying not to incite any sort of relapse or rebellion from me.


When my family tried to engage me in conversation, I stared at my food and paid no attention to them. All I could think about was getting high and contacting my friends. When you come off drugs after being dependent on them for so long, your emotions fall to an all-time low. The highs are so high and so fulfilling, but the lows take you even lower. That’s the cycle of addiction. You begin to crave a constant high. There’s a continual need. A nagging dependence on the instantaneous escape and thrill, the adrenaline and the false sense of happiness that substance abuse provides. I was drug free for two weeks, the longest I had ever been without getting high, and I felt the lowest low and craved the highest high more than I ever had in the past. I couldn’t stomach the idea of returning to that drug treatment facility. Those people made me sick.


I vaguely heard Mom and Dad suggest things they could do to help me get back on track. My younger brother even piped up and mentioned that he’d love to go out and pitch a few baseballs. He was into sports the way I always had been. They were frantically trying to unlock my stubbornness.


As dinner was nearing the end, my father excused himself. “It’s been a long day, and if you guys don’t mind, I’m going upstairs to my room.”


Mom nodded. “I’ll be up after I take care of the dishes.” She turned to Gary. “Will you help me clear the table?”


“Sure, Mom,” he said.


I kept my eyes glued to the table. I avoided looking at them.


Shortly after, while Mom and Gary were clearing the table, I followed Dad’s lead, and, without saying “excuse me” or anything else, I headed upstairs to take a shower.


As I got midway up the stairs, my father said in a quiet, gentle voice, “C’mere, Matt.” It was a voice I had never heard from him before. For a second, it sent chills down my spine. It was foreboding. Of what, I didn’t know.


I was not in the mood to talk. I was still agitated and pissed off that I had agreed to go to the drug treatment facility in the first place. “Whaddya want?”


The strongest man I have ever come face-to-face with has not been a three-hundred-pound offensive lineman in college or the NFL. No. It’s my father. He was—and still is—one of the strongest human beings I have ever met. He has been an ironworker for the past thirty-plus years, exemplifying what a blue-collar work ethic is through and through. He has always lived a very simple but meaningful life.


I headed to my parents’ room. I had to get this over with. As soon as I stepped inside, I could see that his eyes were watery. I suspected he was going to tell me something that had been weighing on his heart for quite some time.


“Son, your mother and I love you with all our heart,” Dad said, “but we don’t know if we can go on anymore living like this. We worry about you from the time we wake up until the moment we go to bed. It’s not healthy, and slowly but surely, we’re running out of ideas and options. We love you and are willing to do whatever it takes to help you get back on track, but we’re just lost and confused.”


I gave him a blank look.


“Is it something that we did as parents along the way?” Dad asked. He then questioned the way he and Mom raised me.


Truth be told, I have the best parents in the world. My mother and father are the true definition of phenomenal caregivers who love their children with an extraordinary amount of unconditional love.


My state of being had nothing to do with what my mom and dad did as parents. It was everything that I had done as a teen. It was the people I hung out with and my attitude. It was feeling sorry for myself and focusing on everything that was wrong with myself and my life. I had so many things to be positive about and grateful for, but I didn’t recognize any of them. For me, the only positive was the fact that I had drug buddies to hang out with. That I knew where to buy drugs for the “low.” That I was powerful.


It wasn’t my parents; it was all me. Even though I heard my father loud and clear and actually felt bad for him for a fraction of a second—remember, now and then a tiny bit of light would get in—I still let what he said go in one ear and out the other.


“Can I go now?” I sneered, ignoring his plea.


“Go, just go.” He knew it was useless. He knew I didn’t want to hear anything he had to say. That I was beyond listening.


My father’s words forced me to look back at my life, and I entered a very dark place. An ominous place. I started to see demons, but what I was really seeing was myself. I saw a scumbag of a person who caused more turmoil and heartache in people’s lives than most people ever will. I felt like a complete disgrace. A ferocious rage and anger burned inside me that I had never felt before. The anger ate me up, and I spiraled out of control.


Barreling toward my bedroom, I punched the walls in the hallway. I had put many holes in my parents’ walls over the years. I needed to numb my mind, so I ripped out the drawers in my chest and dresser, flinging out the clothes, searching for the coke I’d hidden in my socks. Nothing? What the hell? I had to find something! Where’s that weed? I flipped over my mattress, tearing off the sheets and bedspread. I was a madman, a maniac, tearing through shelves and boxes and destroying my room.




TACKLE THIS TODAY


Can you recall one time that you became so angry that you wanted to punch anything and everyone around you? How did you handle this anger?





Sweat streamed down my forehead and into my eyes, burning them. I wiped my eyes with my sleeve and cursed silently. I couldn’t find any goddamn thing anywhere. Of course, my parents had searched my room and removed all the drugs I had strategically hidden, and they’d thrown them in the dumpster two weeks ago when I entered rehab. I should have hidden them in my brother’s sock drawer. They wouldn’t have searched there. I cursed them under my breath for invading my privacy. For stealing my belongings. My happiness. For denying me this pleasure.


I was so furious that I couldn’t get the quick fix I was yearning for that I did a face-plant on my bed and then, like a deranged boxer, took full swings at my pillows, punching the hell out of them, to release the anger that was boiling inside me.


What happened next completely transformed my dark, depraved world and set my life on a whole new course forever.


YOUR OWN PERSONAL GAME PLAN TO PUT INTO ACTION




1. Go within. Real, lasting change starts from within. You can’t alter the outcome of your life unless you first decide to change yourself as a person. I didn’t want to change when I first went to the drug rehab facility. I hated everything about it and only went because of the five hundred dollars my grandparents told me they’d give me if I worked hard and got myself clean. But honestly, if you want something different for your life and you want to change for the better, then you have to do the “inner work” to affect the “outer circumstances.” Money, fame, a great job—none of that will transform you permanently if you don’t do the work on yourself. Just as addicts can’t change their lives and get clean unless they truly want to, the same applies for anyone who desires a different life. Tools you can use to change your inner self include prayer, meditation, studying, and practicing. Surrendering yourself to a higher power can also help manifest the change you want in your life.


2. You are your own master. When I couldn’t find drugs that evening in my room, I freaked out. I wasn’t in charge of my emotions, my destiny, my thoughts, or my life. The drugs ruled me. They were my master. You may not be a former drug addict like me. Have you thought about changing your actions and thoughts so you can change your life? What can you do to truly become the master of your own life?


3. Your mind can be your ally. Allow your mind to work for you, not against you. When I was in the shower the night of my unsuccessful search for drugs, I let my mind work against me. I believed my world was a complete disaster and that my life sucked. We are in control of what we think about and what we feed into our minds on a daily basis. Start viewing your mind as the grand master of your life, the ruler of your destiny, because that’s exactly what it is. I highly suggest As a Man Thinketh by James Allen. It’s a classic book on the power of your mind and thoughts. And it’s a very valuable tool to help you learn how to be the master of your life.
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