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PREFACE


My childhood was anything but normal. I suppose that’s what most of us think, but we don’t realize it until we are fully grown. In my case, I realized it when I was very young, one of six children: four girls, two boys. My parents wanted to make the world a better place and almost left for a Third World country to do mission work. But, instead of moving to the mission, they decided to move the mission to them. Our home would be a place to welcome anyone in need.


How these needy people found us remains a mystery to me, but they came. All types of people walked through the door, making our home a mini United Nations. You were welcome no matter your race or background. Some would stay for a few nights, needing meals and a place to sleep; then they would continue on their life’s journey. Others would stay for years, becoming like family members with all of the rights and responsibilities you would expect.


Looking back, the only common trait these people really had was that they were in trouble of some sort: drugs, abuse, unemployment, physical disability, or mental illness. You name it; the litany of problems went on and on. Counseling may not have been of the approved, professional variety, but it was plentiful. A talk with my mom was balm to the soul. Watching both as an observer and a participant in this experiment, I learned so much about people and perspective.


The Riddle


During these years, I began to study what I thought of as a riddle, a puzzle, a question with implications spanning philosophy to psychology. Why did two people with similar challenges end up with such dramatically different results? Why would one go on to secure an education and a good job while another was unable to pry off the deadly grip of addiction’s claws?


I remember learning some powerful lessons from the most unexpected people. You wouldn’t think to ask an unemployed drug addict about success, but it can be an extraordinary opportunity. When I was sixteen or seventeen, a homeless man shared with me his mistakes and how and why he’d messed up his life. I still recall the conversation and my own resolve not to make the same mistakes he did.


Ask. Seek. Knock.


As the years passed in my life, I read everything I could about success, leadership, and personal development. I studied what many call the “secrets of success.” I discovered that they are available to anyone who pursues them. You may have heard the wisdom from the Bible saying, “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you.” It was the business philosopher Jim Rohn who first taught me that this wisdom was not available to all, but only to those who ask, those who seek, and those who knock. Each requires action. When I heard Jim’s teaching, I resolved to become an asker, a seeker, and a knocker.


In my pursuit of success, I realized that true success was not about acquiring material possessions or a large income, though these often come as a byproduct of it. And I learned that each and every person in our lives offers wisdom. If you wait for the rich, the powerful, the super-successful to give you a guidebook, you may find yourself waiting for a train that never arrives. The lessons are all around us. The lessons are found in the collective wisdom of those we meet, in the books we read, in the experiences uniquely given to us.


The lessons of success are disguised. They are revealed only to those with a willing, seeking mindset. The questions I most often ask are:




• What was your biggest mistake?


• What would you do over again?


• What made you successful?


• How did you do it?


• What went wrong?




I have learned that we can draw extraordinary lessons from the ordinary people in our lives.


As my own career advanced, I became a CEO myself, successful by many definitions. I still continued to interview people, to ask questions, and to seek wisdom. My job and my travels expose me to a broad group of interesting people. I am blessed and honored to meet and interview business leaders, famous journalists, rock stars, politicians, bestselling authors, the world’s greatest sports legends, and many celebrities. What I have learned is that many of them are successful because they overcame hardships and their own doubts and developed a resolve to succeed.


This book is a fable of a young man and a young woman in a mysterious journey to learn the nine mistakes that trip up many. By avoiding these nine mistakes, most of us can change our lives for the better. Wherever you are on your own life’s journey, whether starting out or well down the road, you are here for a purpose. And that purpose is still achievable, no matter your age or condition.


In order to fulfill your dreams, it is imperative to become an asker, a seeker, and a knocker. That’s where the magic starts. That’s where the riddle of success is answered.


Ask. Seek. Knock.


The door is in front of you.














PROLOGUE


ENGLAND, 1425


He pushed forward, the passage narrowing and darkening. His lungs burned as he began the ascent up the stairs. Each step echoed off the stone walls, and he slowed his climb so as not to alert anyone to his presence, not that anyone would be awake.


His temples throbbed and pulsed in rhythm with the beat in his imagination, conjuring up the chants of morning prayers and distracting him from the pain in his legs and shoulders. He switched the leather satchel from one arm to the other and faced the wooden door. Barely seeing in the dim light, he pushed open the door. Its hinges squealed, yielding to his pressure.


Once inside, he moved immediately to the cathedral’s nave and crossed into the north transept. He could traverse the abbey blindfolded by now. He gently laid the satchel at his feet and felt for the loose stone in the wall. Ever mindful of the risk he was taking, he worked the stone from its resting place.


This mission he was on originated directly from the Prior, and it was as mysterious as the man himself. He didn’t question. His job was to follow orders, dutifully fulfilling his vows. The last years he had spent carefully scribing ten copies of an ancient book of wisdom from the desert lands of the far south, the lands of man-made stone mountains that reached to the sky. No one else was permitted to read its words. Now, for reasons unknown to him, he was to take a single manuscript and hide it behind the stone wall. He was to do this each night until all ten copies, one for each of the nine Teachers and one for the new Keeper, were distributed. Each night, he had noticed that the hollowed space was empty. He knew the Prior did not want the risk of having all the manuscripts in one place at one time, so he followed, with precision, the plan outlined for him.


Tonight was the final night.


He pushed the manuscript deep inside the wall and replaced the stone.


He sensed something. He knew these walls. The presence of something sinister threatened the stillness. He could feel it, though he couldn’t see it.


A loud crash echoed behind him, coming from the presbytery.


He stopped breathing. He crept on his hands and knees, painfully, willing himself out of sight. He had been told that someone might try to steal the book, though, admittedly, he paid little mind to the warning. After all, no one had bothered him during the whole time he worked on each manuscript.


The book increased the odds of success for all those who applied its wisdom. Not having to fall into the common traps of mankind, it became possible to accomplish plans at great speed. This was true for individuals, and even more so for a group of committed practitioners. No one wanted the book to fall into the wrong hands.


Row after row, he worked his way to the entrance to the vestry. He was patient. Any time now.


And then it was time. His brothers would soon be filing in for Nocturnus, the first service of the new day, three o’clock in what most considered the dead of night.


He was silent, waiting as he had been instructed, patiently planning to slip into line when they arrived.


His unknown enemy realized what was happening, too, and called out, “I know you’re here! Give it to me. You have no need for it. I will gladly pay you any sum you ask!”


The monk silently laughed to himself. What need have I of money? he thought, recalling his vow of poverty.


And then the thief was there, right in front of the monk, so close he could feel the stench of his breath, the odor of his body. His hands were on his neck, and he gasped for breath. The man’s fingers dug into his flesh, tearing, insisting. “You will give it to me, or you will die…”


But, at that moment, the man dropped to the floor. The monk gulped in air and looked up to see what had saved him. In the darkness, the body of his attacker was lifted up onto strong shoulders and then carried off. He heard the door.


He knew what had happened.


The Keeper had been here all along, protecting the book and protecting him.


The monk smiled, even as his heart still pounded, knowing that the book remained safe.


He wondered how long it would remain a secret. When will the entire world be ready for its wisdom? Will there be a day when the darker forces are so diminished that it will be freely available to all?


At that moment, his brothers arrived. With a knowing nod to the Prior, he took his place in line.


Last night, he had burned the original manuscript, just as he had been instructed. The ancient language was now long forgotten, with only a few who had the ability to translate it properly. Still, he had followed his instructions to the letter.


He could finally relax. The book was safely out of the monastery. Its secrets were protected for another generation.














DAVID


PRESENT DAY


The alarm went off at precisely 5:30. It was Thursday. The weekend was in sight, but the week’s responsibilities felt less than halfway done. The thoughts of work were stabbing into David’s mind, surgically waking him even as he tried to push them away.


Shifting in bed, David reached over, hit snooze, and tried to enjoy another ten minutes of sleep. When the annoying sound blared through his apartment’s bedroom again, he reluctantly pushed himself out of bed and shambled into the bathroom. Looking in the mirror, he did a double take.


His hair had morphed into something way beyond typical bed head, swooping up and to the left in such a dramatic way that it made him smile. Though he was quite clearly no longer a teenager, he saw glimmers of his younger self. His brown eyes retained their mixture of wonder and amusement. Most would describe him as handsome, though he knew he wasn’t headed for the big screen anytime soon.


Turning the shower to its hottest setting, he mentally coaxed the water to heat up, knowing that was unlikely in his aging apartment building. About fifteen minutes later, he was in the kitchen, making coffee and scrolling through his e-mail.


Worry was working on him earlier in the day than usual. When had it started? David remembered how carefree he’d felt when he graduated from college and took his current job, almost two years ago. Moving into his own place was almost anticlimactic. No big deal, nothing special. It felt right. At the beginning, he would have described himself as neither overly confident nor nervous, just ready for what would come next.


Somewhere in the last year, things had shifted, and not exactly for the better. His paychecks weren’t coming fast enough. Unpaid bills were piling up on the table. Those two credit cards, originally for convenience, now had growing balances. It’s funny, he thought, when he took the job and signed the lease, he never imagined that it would be anything other than easy. He hadn’t spent as much time developing a budget as he should have. Truth be told, he really hadn’t spent any time developing a budget. He hadn’t even thought about utilities, and he had definitely miscalculated the tax bite from his pay.


And then there was his job. It had started out well. His boss liked him, took him under his wing, and acted more like an older brother or mentor rather than a superior. That lulled him into a false sense of security. Three months in and his boss was off to join a new start-up, leaving David reporting to someone new who wasn’t invested in him and who didn’t laugh at his jokes.


That was fine enough until he messed up. It was really nothing, at least to him. But his new boss acted as if it was a blot on his record that would never be erased. He couldn’t believe it mattered that much. After all, he had only forgotten to call back a customer. The company wasn’t in danger.


Two weeks ago, he finally learned what was really up. He never thought a small office could be so political, nor that someone would be so underhanded. Someone had clearly set him up for a fall. It wasn’t really the customer call. It was more. He was blamed for a raft of things he didn’t do, most of them stemming from rumors that seemed to originate directly with the boss.


It wasn’t supposed to be this way. He thought of one of his friends, who’d graduated just a few years before him. Quick promotions. Big money. His name regularly in the news. At first, David was genuinely happy for him. But as he toiled on in what seemed like a meaningless job and struggled with the bills, he found it difficult to stomach his friend’s success. And then he hated himself for thinking that way.


Scrolling through his e-mail, he saw an unexpected, terse message from his boss. He read it again and again in an attempt to interpret the meaning behind the words.




I need to see you in my office at 11:00.





That was it. No explanation.


He felt his pulse quicken, and he sucked in a breath. His eyes involuntarily closed and he massaged his temples, willing it all to go away.


Looking back at his messages, he saw another one. This one was a cheery note from Mom. He put his phone down and took another sip of coffee.


His parents had no idea what it was like. They were proud of their college graduate who was gainfully employed at a good company. They had bragged about his accomplishments, embarrassing him a bit, within their circle of friends. He hadn’t shared that his doting boss was gone, how his new boss had him unfairly under the microscope, or that he was struggling. He didn’t share that he felt his job was meaningless, the daily repetition boring him to tears as he slogged through one e-mail after another. Answering these e-mails drained him, though he was required to respond within a day at most. Often he found himself imagining a different life, one where he wasn’t imprisoned in a dull gray cubicle.


He hadn’t shared the stress, the bills, nor the anxiousness with anyone. Why would he add to their worries? Dad was already stressed out enough over how the stock market decline was eating into his retirement. And Mom’s ongoing health challenges made sharing troubling news unwise, or at least unwelcome. About the only thing they were expecting to hear from him was that he had found “the one” and that a wedding and kids were inevitable. He avoided that question, too, staying vague about his dating so as not to encourage his mother’s hopes for an immediate end to his bachelorhood.


“Will I actually be fired? For stuff I had nothing to do with?” he wondered aloud, his voice cutting through the relative silence of the morning. The only answer was from the heating system, which kicked on at that very moment with a roar.


Maybe the meeting wasn’t about his job. Maybe it was a new assignment or something completely different. Maybe his boss was going to apologize for blaming him unfairly.


He decided to scan the local news to take his mind somewhere else. One of the city’s prominent business leaders was making headlines for some charitable work, a warm story of giving back to the community. He read about a new play debuting in town and about the hockey team’s trade of a star player. The coach was interviewed about the prospects for a big season.


The news didn’t calm him much. David exhaled, silently willing his stress to fade with his breath. He put his cup in the sink, grabbed his computer bag, and left for his walk to work. This tension was all too much, he thought, wondering how in the world life had grown so complex so quickly.


It was an unusually cold autumn day, with winds that plucked the leaves off the trees and sent them into a spinning, colorful show before pulling them high into the air and then dropping them scattershot across the lawn. Passing the corner church, the one with the stained glass windows and the heavy wooden door, he noticed a man slumped over against the opposite wall. A crude cardboard sign told a lifetime’s story in a few sentences. David actually imagined, for the briefest of moments, that he might become homeless himself. It was as if his mind raced to the most negative possibilities of getting fired and then evicted. He shook his head, hard, as if he could knock the thought right out of his head. He wasn’t even close to that situation at this point, and he could always return home. This stress was getting to him.


At the same time, something else tugged at him: The hopeful thoughts of that teenager he once was. The thoughts of moving up the corporate ladder, making good money, hosting parties, enjoying his wife and kids. How everything would work out for good—thoughts that flashed brightly and then seemed to disappear.


When had those thoughts been replaced by thoughts of survival? Of getting fired? Of the completely irrational—like such fears as being homeless?


Glancing ahead at the busy street, he decided to take the shortcut through the park. He was a creature of habit and generally oblivious. He didn’t notice the people around him. He didn’t notice much of anything. Instead, he purposely picked up speed to make it in to work and begin another day handling problems, shuffling paper, and grinding through a slog of e-mail.


Lost in thought, David almost tripped over a young woman who was frantically grabbing faded yellow papers that the wind had pulled out of her hands. Despite the fact she was not winning the war against the wind, she was laughing and obviously having a great time, as if she had planned this little game all along. David quickly began snatching the pages out of the air with such speed and ease that she stepped back and admired his skill.


“Thank you. I would never have been able to do that.”


David nodded, bowed slightly at his waist, and said, “At your service.” Handing the pages back to her, he politely smiled and kept going.


Minutes later, he was standing in front of his office building. He glanced at his watch and realized he was early. Extremely early. He decided to waste a little time, and so he passed his office building and entered the corner shop. Having had his fill of coffee, he perused the long list of teas. Finally settling on a robust black tea mixed with a fruit flavor, he angled to a far table where he resolved to calm his thoughts and settle down before work.


As the sounds of the hungry morning commuters surrounded him, he steeled himself for the day ahead. Leaving the shop, he approached the revolving door to his office building. As he pushed his way into the lobby, he felt the transformation begin. Inside the office, he felt different, as if cloaked in a costume, a minor character in a play. He nodded to a few coworkers and made his way to his desk.


A few hours later, it was time to meet with the boss. David walked slowly down the hallway, his palms sweaty, his face flushed. Trying to be confident, he managed a weak smile as he stepped to the open office door.


The meeting was over in two minutes.


He wasn’t fired, but he was given a verbal warning. There was little room left for error.


David surprised his manager by not arguing. He even surprised himself when he heard his own voice promise to turn things around. Immediately after exiting the office, he headed for the bathroom and splashed water on his face to cool down. He wondered if he had sounded as pathetic as he felt. He couldn’t lose this job, not now, not with no savings. His family, his friends, everyone thought he was hitting it out of the park.


If he were fired, it would be a shock to them. At home, he was always confident, had lettered in two sports in high school, played in college, exceptional grades, two sterling internships. He was well liked, and everyone imagined that he was on the fast track to a highly successful career.


He couldn’t fail. He would not fail.


David knew that something had to change, but he didn’t know where to begin.


That evening as he started back through the park, he heard a rustling sound. Looking up, he saw a piece of paper that had lodged neatly under a rock. Its color was the same faded yellow he remembered from that morning. He walked over and picked it up before glancing around as if the woman would still be nearby. Tucking the yellow paper in his jacket pocket, he continued walking home, thinking he might run into the young woman again the next morning. He smiled as he remembered their brief meeting, her contagious laughter, the twinkle in her eyes.


At home, he hung up his jacket and then reached into the pocket. On the folded paper was a note:




NORTH CAFÉ 10:00 a.m. Friday, September 14.





Flipping over the fold, he read:




Your success is only possible if you avoid the nine mistakes. Most people never realize these until it’s too late. Don’t let that happen. Meet me in the last booth by the windows. They’ll know you’re coming.





It was signed with the name of the man who had been in the paper that morning for his charitable work.


This must have been hers, David thought, his mind conjuring up the image of her attractive face and the sound of her contagious laugh. I wonder if I could just sit in. Maybe I’ll go and say I found the paper and then see what happens. This is just what I need!


His thoughts drifted off to what he had heard about the man who was a benefactor to many: his successes, his work in the city, and his connections. He could be a way out for me, thought David. Maybe I could work for him or network into a new position. I’m definitely going to this meeting.


That night, as he stared at the ceiling over his bed, listening to the sounds of the traffic, he mulled the day’s events over and over again. He replayed the conversation with his boss. As he thought about it, he remembered sounding more confident. He wondered whether his mind was subtly changing the actual tone of the meeting to make himself feel better.


He whispered a prayer, more a plea or a wish, that this all would change. He didn’t just want to get things on track at work and pay down his bills. He wanted his confidence back. He wanted his dreams back!


“I wish I could sense when I was about to slip and make major mistakes. Or erase them completely.”


Just for effect, he fist-punched the air above him.


He smiled and finally fell into a deep sleep, the best sleep he had had in a long time.
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