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CHAPTER 1
The Lowest Day







On December 22, 2007, I felt my life was at an irreversible personal nadir. My law firm was losing money and losing its lease. I was going through a difficult divorce, was completely out of funds, and was living in a small, stuffy apartment where I often slept on the floor under an ancient air conditioner. My sons had grown distant from me. A horrible year was ending, with promises that things would soon be even worse.


I still remember that lowest day. On my way to work that morning, I got a call from my friend Bob, who had gone to law school with me in Michigan thirty years before. Bob asked how I was doing. This was a mistake. Poor Bob. “Not good” is what I said, and my tone was desperate and bitter. I no longer had the ability to pretend that everything was “fine.” Bob asked if I wanted to go to breakfast. Another mistake.


Later, he would tell me he had never seen me this upset.


That morning, Pasadena was entering its famous, seductive New Year’s beauty. With businesses and schools closed for the holidays, the smog clears from the mountains, revealing, just four miles up Lake Avenue from where I stood, the fresh winter brush of the San Gabriel foothills, each ridge a different shade of misty gray in the soft morning light. But I wasn’t in those gorgeous foothills. I was meeting Bob at a dingy coffee house near the dust and the vagrants of Pasadena’s downtown center. Although the chain restaurant was Bob’s choice, I couldn’t afford to eat anyplace nicer; I couldn’t even afford to eat at this place.


The man Bob saw across the chipped Formica table was fifty-two years old, forty pounds overweight, pasty, and tired, with a terrified sadness in his eyes. After twenty-eight years of work as a lawyer, I had little more to show than I’d had when I started—and the little I did have was in jeopardy.


Perhaps because I did not need to be in court that morning and hadn’t steeled myself for court, my usual stoicism about my situation had broken down. I was letting my true feelings show.


As I explained to Bob, I had worked harder than ever at being a good lawyer in 2007. The results were in. I was a failure.


First, a pair of clients for whom I had recovered more than a million dollars that year had stopped paying my bills. When I brought this to their attention, one of them started writing me e-mails with the subject heading “Your ‘Bills.’ ” Together, they owed me $170,000, which I needed to make my end-of-year payroll and pay Christmas bonuses, and maybe have something left over for myself. Although they could not agree on much else, these clients decided to work together on a plan that could eliminate their attorneys’ fees. They jointly ordered the money I had recovered transferred to Texas, where I could not lien it to pay my bills.


Then there was the case of the sweet woman who had asked me to sue a gentleman she believed was helping her brother hide money from her. After my client gave up the case, it became apparent she’d had a brief affair with the defendant before suing him. Something about the way the affair ended, combined with getting sued, left this defendant unsatisfied with a mere dismissal. So he sued me for having taken on her case against him.


When I sat down to breakfast with Bob, I had just paid a retainer to the lawyers who would defend me and had begun the process of going through every document, every e-mail, and every pleading in the case to formulate my defense. The suit against me was a plain example of how legal proceedings can become a circle of hatred, in which each vicious legal move is countered by an even more malevolent one, until everyone is out of money. In my darkest moments, I worried that my client’s ex-suitor and his relentless desire for revenge would not only leave me completely out of money but would call my practice into question, effectively ending my career as a lawyer.


Seven years before, I had started my small law practice idealistically. Like some wannabe legal Jerry Maguire, I had set forth my ideals in a mission statement, “The Statement of Ideals,” which I shared with my associates and even posted on the wall and on my Web site. For example, I promised to be “true to our beliefs in right and wrong, both as lawyers and as human beings.”


I signed clients up at low rates commemorated in simple, one-page retainer agreements, because I wanted to avoid the page after page of legal mumbo jumbo that most lawyers use to cover their backsides. My rates were low, because I worried about the effect of my bills on my clients. I wanted to “do no harm,” which my father, a surgeon, had always preached to me as the foundation of his ethics. Unlike a doctor’s, a lawyer’s treatment does often, in Hippocrates’ words, “injure or wrong” a client. I wanted to help people before my bill became their biggest problem, and I became the principal person harming them.


But during 2007 I learned, in a painful way, that such idealism had serious limitations as a business model.


I tried to be logical about what would happen next. It seemed insane to keep trying to do what I had been doing, but I could not see a way out, with all my clients and my employees depending on my willingness to proceed. I had counted on the clients who owed me the $170,000, and I felt too embarrassed to tell my employees now, just three days before Christmas, that there would be no money for year-end bonuses. Bob wondered why I was thinking of bonuses; why, with all my other problems, was it even on my mind?


Throughout the year, we had been trying to renew the lease on our office space, but then the building went up for sale and for months we had no landlord from whom to seek a new lease. Then, at the beginning of December, a new owner bought the building, and his first decision was to end our tenancy—unless we wanted to accept an above-market rent. When we balked, he asked us to leave as soon as possible. We now needed about $25,000 in cash if we wanted to sign a lease for comparable space in another building.


When you run a small law practice, much of what comes in also goes out—to rent, employees, insurance, and the other expenses of running the business. What’s left at the end is your salary, so to speak. For me, for 2007, this “salary” was going to be nothing. In fact, it was less than nothing: I had lost $12,652. Clients had failed to pay nearly $400,000 in bills. One client paid in toys worth an eighth of his bill. And he was one of the good ones! My last vacation had been in 2003. I had worked sixty hours a week all year, without a break—for less than nothing, it turned out.


I had accomplished a tour de force of failure.


Aside from producing no measurable compensation, my work and my role in the world that it represented had become detestable to me. I had wanted to help people as an attorney, but too often I was still just the vehicle whereby clients conveyed hatred, sought retribution, and inflicted pain on their fellow men and women. Some lawyers love the fight and never weary of it. I was not one of those lawyers. To me, the work was too often best done when I got in touch with my inner evil core. And I didn’t want to be in better touch with my inner evil core.


My personal life provided no respite from the seeming financial failure of my practice. Four years before, my perhaps too relentless pursuit of law practice “ideals” had helped cause a separation from my second wife. After the separation, she had remained in our house, and I had moved into one of the nicer new apartments in town. Now that my money was running out, I was living in a small, cheap, poorly ventilated apartment that became an intolerable oven in the summer and cost hundreds of extra dollars in the winter because of inefficient electric heaters. Several nights each week, my seven-year-old daughter lived with me in this plaster box. In the summer, she and I slept on a plastic inflatable mattress in the living room under the loud, aging air conditioner, which provided a small pocket of coolness, as long as we lay on the floor directly underneath it.


By the beginning of 2007, after more than three years apart, I had thought my second wife and I at least had agreed we could not get back together. Yet by December 22, after more than a year of negotiation, we had no separation agreement, not even regarding custody of our daughter.


In addition to my daughter, I have two sons from my first marriage. On December 22, 2007, they were twenty-six and twenty-two. During the previous year, my older son had become largely self-sufficient, though there were still occasional cash-flow crises, and the tension from past calamities of this sort had left us distant. “Loans” had often turned into cash infusions. Sometimes clubbing and skiing had seemed to me to take precedence over gainful employment. Meanwhile, my younger son was still finding his way and required financial help not only with tuition and rent, but with his car, car insurance, parking and moving violations, and food.


In sum? My business was losing money, losing cases, and losing its lease. I was paying mortgages or rent for three households—my second wife’s, my younger son’s, and my own—when I couldn’t afford one. My savings were exhausted. I stood to lose most of what I had earned since my first divorce in a second divorce. I was worried that I might also lose my daughter.


As the year progressed, there had been days when I was so preoccupied with my problems that I walked into the street without checking for a WALK sign. When a car missed me with a honk of the horn, I wondered whether everything might have worked out better had I been hit. I started to envy people who had heart attacks. I did not want to die exactly, but I began to think about the peace I could get in a hospital room, recovering from an accident or a heart attack. The responsibilities of my work would no longer intrude. For just a while, the depressing events might slow. Perhaps I could have a day, just twenty-four hours in a row, when I didn’t have to work. When I shared this with Bob, he started to really worry. This was either too scary or so downright pathetic that it embarrassed Bob to hear it. “Come on, John, it’s not that bad,” he said. He wanted me to return to my usual stoicism. But I couldn’t.


So he asked about Grace.


I had recently begun a relationship with a young woman in her mid-thirties, whom I will call Grace. Most women of Grace’s age saw only my pasty figure. For a while, though, Grace had looked at me in a way that made me remember I had eyes, and that they were blue, not gray like the rest of me. After I met her, I had even bought a pair of contacts, flattered by the notion someone had noticed the color of my eyes and wanted to see them. Being with Grace reawakened parts of me that had become dormant. It had been a long time since I had experienced the joy of spending an evening out with a person who really seemed to love me. Seeing Grace, once a week at least, had seemed to stop the depression for a time. Bob had met Grace and felt I was pretty damn lucky to have another chance at love at my age. He assumed that by mentioning her he might break my mood.


But Grace had broken up with me the night before. We had been out to dinner and when she asked about my plans for Christmas, I had been vague. I had thought I needed to be vague. I was still trying to make plans with my wife that would allow my daughter to be with me for some portion of that day. After I knew those plans, I needed to make arrangements to see my sons. After I had these arrangements in place, I tried to explain, Grace and I could make plans. Grace concluded that this made her too low in my order of priorities. “I can’t do this,” she said, and asked to go home.


When I dropped her off, she insisted on walking up the driveway alone. I called up the darkened path, telling her I would be waiting if she changed her mind. I asked if, even if she didn’t ever want to go out with me again, would she at least get together with me to exchange Christmas gifts? “I don’t want a Christmas present from you,” she called back. And with that, the only door in my life that seemed to offer hope closed.


What could I offer her, anyway? I was broke, I worked almost all the time, and I spent the remaining time trying to maintain contact with and take care of my children. There was no getting around the fact I was not available to Grace in the way she deserved. As she put it, “I want someone like you, just someone who’s available.”


It had not been a good year.


Bob reminded me that he had my cell phone number and he was going to use it—to check up on me. Neither of us knew then what would happen next, or that a year later, everything would have changed.














CHAPTER 2
A Walk in the Mountains







Before she broke up with me, Grace and I had planned to spend New Year’s Day walking on the Echo Mountain trail that leads into Angeles National Forest above Pasadena. When the day came, I called her to see if she might still want to come. She had other plans. I would be starting the new year alone.


I decided to walk into the mountains anyway.


I took the three-mile hike above Pasadena on the Echo Mountain trail, which ends at the crumbled remains of an old hotel. Hot winds and constant mountain fires had burned down that hotel, again and again, and eventually, about seventy years ago, the owners had stopped rebuilding. Guests had reached the hotel by train on the Mount Lowe Railway, which was now defunct and had also since succumbed to the elements. Only corrupt and scattered remains of the track can be found. But spectacular views of the Los Angeles Basin stretch out below the crumbled stone bricks of the hotel’s remains. On a clear day you can see all the way to the ocean.


On this semi-clear day, when I got to the old hotel site, I joined a host of New Year’s early risers. (The AA crowd, I thought.) They were looking through binoculars, hoping to spy the Tournament of Roses Parade winding through the foggy streets of Pasadena below.


I could feel the distant rumblings of the parade, but I was in no mood for it, so I turned to walk deeper into the mountains. Eventually, the sounds of trombones and French horns faded. Longing to be completely alone, I meandered the back paths, pushing on until I was all by myself. Then I took a wrong turn, lost the path, and became completely lost.


I had no company that day but the inner voice that kept saying “loser.” There was no one I wanted to ask on that walk who wanted to come with me. My desires and faults had left me solitary at middle age.


It was New Year’s. There was new growth all around. It was time to make new resolutions. It was time to change. I had felt this way before, of course; at fifty-two, I had a lot of unfulfilled New Year’s resolutions.


But this year not only was I a loser at what I was doing, I also didn’t want to do it anymore. I wanted to do something more meaningful with my life. I wanted to be more than just another lawyer slinging hatred for a living.


I had always wanted to write, I remembered. But thirty years ago, I had become a lawyer. Soon, I’d had a family to support; eventually, I had two families and a firm to support. There had never been time to write. A few months before my first child was born, I had packed up my writing neatly in files and put it away in a box. The box had fallen apart many times, but I had always replaced it. I had carried it from divorce to remarriage to divorce, from house to apartment to cheaper and cheaper apartments.


Now time was running out. I was older than the idol of my college years, Jack Kerouac, had been when he drank himself to death. I was just a bit younger than Hemingway had been when his muse so dimmed that he saw no point in living. As I struggled through the brush in search of a new path, I ran through ideas I’d had for writing projects over the years. This year, I thought, I should try to write something, and I should actually finish it. Yet even as this thought made its way through my mind, I knew how futile a thought it was. I had no time, no energy.


Still not finding the path, I began to slip and stumble in the rough. As I became more lost and tired, I began to despair of getting home before dark, much less finishing something I started in the new year. I imagined falling down into one of the ravines. If that happened, how would I survive the night?


Then I heard a voice: “Until you learn to be grateful for the things you have,” it said, “you will not receive the things you want.” I do not know who spoke to me. I could not explain this voice, or the words it said, which seemed to have no logical relation to the other thoughts in my head.


I was tired and frustrated. I sat down for a minute. The voice was loud. For me, the voice was loud enough that I thought it might be important, and that it might have an important message. I should not throw it away.


I sat there listening to my breath. The wheezing from my asthma subsided. As things grew quiet around me, I realized I had no choice but to get up, or I would still be sitting there at the end of the day. While I was not sure I wanted to go back, there was no point in staying. Feeling less exhausted, I pushed on.


The mountains in this area are not so complicated, and despite the drama in my head, a return to civilization was still available to an inexperienced hiker. Heading generally downward, I eventually found another trail, and made my way, slipping and sliding, to the old hotel. Sitting on the remnants of its concrete slab, I stared out at the vast, quiet expanse of Los Angeles. This is a perspective from which the most sordid distress of humanity can seem peaceful.


For some reason, at that moment I thought of my grandfather John Kralik Jr., a veteran of the First World War and a successful dealer in insurance, real estate, and the stock market. Perhaps he came to mind because when he was my age, my grandfather had already retired. When I knew him, he played golf and watched it on television. In the morning, he sat at his desk and checked stock prices. Perhaps I was dwelling on my own bitterness at the certainty that I would not be playing golf or checking stock prices anytime soon. I would be working for a long time, I thought, perhaps till the moment of death.


When I was about five, my grandfather gave me a silver dollar. My grandfather had twelve grandchildren at the time. Eventually he would have twenty-four, and he would often try to impress us. It was about 1960, and if you really wanted to wow a child in those days, you gave him or her a silver dollar. It seemed an impossibly large sum of money in a shiny, mysterious package. I didn’t know how to spend it, and don’t believe I ever did. Silver dollars doled out by my grandfather and other relatives in those days were confiscated by my parents, who did not trust us with them. Eventually, my mother put them in a bank account, and I believe they are still there today. Though the money would have made no difference to me, I should have paid more attention to the message that my grandfather delivered with it. He promised that if I wrote him a letter thanking him for this silver dollar, he would send me another one. That was the way thank-you letters worked, he told me.


I have only a few memories of my grandfather from this period of my childhood, but I remember well that on this occasion he was true to his word, and soon I had two silver dollars. Having experienced the truth of this principle, however, I failed to learn it. I never sent a second thank-you note for the second silver dollar. For some reason, I left it at that. It may be that I didn’t need or want another silver dollar. After all, my mother would put it in the bank, and I would never see it. But I was blind to the real lesson he was trying to teach me. So I did not receive a third silver dollar.


A couple years before that walk in the mountains, as part of my pipe dream of a gentle, gallant law practice, I had fancied that I would be handwriting a lot of personal notes. My office manager had dutifully ordered some very nice personal stationery, several hundred notes and envelopes in a gentlemanly off-white. Soon we would be kicked out of our offices, and the return address on hundreds of unused envelopes would become obsolete.


Sitting on the concrete slab that is all that remains of the hotel at Echo Mountain, I listened to the voice, and then the following thoughts, first of my grandfather and his silver dollars, and then of the nearly useless envelopes. And I came up with an idea.


I would try to find one person to thank each day. One person to whom I would write a thank-you note. By the end of the year, I would have used up the stationery. I would have written 365 thank yous.


If my grandfather was right, I would have a lot more of what I was thankful for by the end of the year. If the voice was right, I would begin to get the things that I wanted. And if not, well, I had little more to lose.


I stood and began to walk down the mountain trail toward home. I had been in the mountains the entire day; I had walked nearly fifteen miles. I was exhausted and still had little hope, but I had figured out how I might go on. My only problem: Did I have anything to be grateful for? The way my life was going, I hardly thought so.














CHAPTER 3
New Year’s Mail







By the end of the next day, I still had not identified anything that merited a handwritten thank-you note. Then I received one.


Given the tiny, broken-down place I was living, I’d had almost no one over and I’d given only a few people the address. Nothing of import ever came to me in that metal mailbox—only tangles of junk mail and the monstrous electric bill caused by the building’s aging electric heaters. Nothing more.


Above the mailbox were the somewhat crazy notes written by our apartment manager, Mr. Robert. He wrote notes to the residents with stern accusations, as if those who disobeyed the rules of the apartment building were on a moral par with petty criminals.


He apparently did not know how to spell and his notes also featured random capital and small letters. Mechanized typeface cannot quite convey the effect. The notes looked something like this: “BIkEs and tOys LEFT oUT in Wlkways are HzardouS to OHTers who LIVE HERE. THEy Will BE DISPOSED IF NOT REMOVED BY TMORROW!!” These were, I thought, like the notes that are left by a serial killer who wants to make it impossible to analyze or track his handwriting. As there was never anything pleasant around or in my mailbox, I was often inclined to skip opening it altogether.


On this day I trudged up the stairs, weary from work, debating in my head whether to make the extra effort to check the mail or just to let it go to the end of the week. For some reason, I decided to check. And on this day there was something uncommon in the mailbox for me, something that I needed to read.


Despite the hopelessness of our December twenty-second conversation, Grace and I had spent a few hours together on Christmas Eve. She accepted my Christmas present, a watch, and offered me her own, cologne. Grace and I had made no decisions that night. We had said nothing about what would happen next. Maybe we would see each other again, maybe not.


My invitation to her to go walking with me in the mountains on New Year’s Day had been my first attempt to figure out whether we might still see each other. When she said she had other plans, I assumed that those hours on Christmas Eve had been our last together. But on January 2, 2008, below Mr. Robert’s latest threatening note, I discovered a simple, rectangular manila envelope in the midst of the junk mail. Opening the envelope, I found personal stationery of such extremely thick stock that it impressed me as if it were a scriptural tablet. The lines of writing were uncannily straight on the blank card; the perfectly neat printing had been crafted as if with the undiluted concentration of a star fourth grader, uncomplicated by the rush of events and tasks in an adult’s life. The message was brief:


Dear John,


Thank you for the wonderful gifts you gave to me. I really enjoyed the time we shared together on Christmas Eve.


You are a joy, and I truly appreciate how special you make me feel!


Love,
Grace


To me, it was a perfect thank-you note. And it offered an important message even beyond letting me know that maybe Grace and I could still be together. Short, generous, and handwritten, it was a sign. I could not hope to duplicate the class of Grace’s handwriting with my own scrawl, and I did not have the sense of line and space that would permit my writing to be so even, especially on unlined paper. But it seemed uncanny that Grace had written this note just before I’d determined thank-you notes to be my way out of despair. By thanking me for a Christmas present, she awakened me to something in my life, however small, for which I could be grateful. Her note was showing me the first step. And I was going to take it.














CHAPTER 4
My First Thank-You Note







Like virtually everyone in America who was experiencing a good or bad year in 2007, I had received some Christmas presents. Perhaps not very many, and maybe not what I most wanted, but presents nevertheless. So I got started on my 365 thank-you notes by saying thank you for my Christmas presents.


I had never written thank-you notes for Christmas presents, and no one else I knew wrote them either. Why not? I wondered. Giving holiday presents is the central commercial and social event of the year. Even when finances and the economy are desperate, cultural pressure tells us we must rally, sacrifice, and go into debt to maintain the annual Christmas gift ritual. But where is the equivalent tradition of gratitude? Instead, after the gifts have been opened, we hurry back to the store to return them, hoping for a sale price on some longed-for item, a price now even lower than the pre-Christmas sales.


I assessed my Christmas presents of 2007. Most spectacularly, there was a coffee machine that made one cup of coffee at a time. It was my older son’s gift. As I was taking stock, I considered not just each gift, but the message behind it. This gift was a message that my son had arrived, that he could give me a substantial object, and even give some thought to it. With this gift, he was saying that he knew something about me—that is, I’m a notorious caffeine freak.


And so, the first of 365 thank-you notes was written to my older son. It was January 3, about the date most of my past New Year’s resolutions had been abandoned, as the bustle of another year of pleadings and motions, of bills and of billable hours, commenced. I was at my law office when I wrote the thank-you note to my son, but Grace’s note kept me from giving in to work pressures before I started on my project, and so I wrote:


Dear Son,


Thanks so much for the astonishing single-cup coffeemaker. It’s perfect for my office, where we can offer everyone a different kind of coffee with every cup. Moreover, I think my staff is a little tired of cleaning up the grounds, and this is a very clean process. Nevertheless, I’m toying with the idea of just keeping it for myself.


See you soon,
Dad


“See you soon.” I looked at the page. Precisely what did I mean by that? When would I see him? When was the last time I had gone out of my way to spend time with him aside from a major holiday? Then I went to address the envelope, and I realized I didn’t even know his address. He lived in an apartment on the west side of Los Angeles, but I did not know precisely where. I had never been to his apartment. I did not know what it looked like. He had a roommate I had never met. I believed he had a girlfriend. I had never met her either.


In writing this first note, I recognized that I had closed myself off from my son in a way that was inexcusable. I told myself I had done this in part because he needed to be more independent, but writing this first note made me realize I had gone too far. All children deserve to know that their parent is there for them, at all times. Any good parent would know exactly where a son or daughter was living, no matter what. As soon as I knew my son’s address, I would find a way to go by there. Or so I told myself.
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