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For all the dreamers in the world.





PART


ONE
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“NO MATTER WHO YOU ARE OR WHERE YOU’RE FROM, YOU HAVE THE POWER TO CHANGE THE WORLD.”


JOY MANGANO
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One night when I was ten years old, I saved my dog, Duke.


It was the middle of winter, and I was sitting in my parents’ bedroom trying to block out the sounds coming from downstairs. My parents were arguing about something again, and I just wanted a quiet place to sit and be alone. Anyway, I looked out the window and saw Duke, our beautiful black German shepherd, in the backyard. Duke could sometimes be grumpy with strangers, but he was always a sweet little puppy dog with me. In the backyard, our small in-ground pool had frozen over, and Duke was walking on the ice.


Suddenly the ice cracked, and Duke fell through.


No one noticed but me. My parents were too busy downstairs, and my brother, John, was in his room. I ran out the back door and found Duke scratching at the edge of the pool, trying desperately to get out. I was small for my age, and I was skinny as a stick—I used to wear thermal underwear under my clothes just so I wouldn’t look like I was starving—but still I found the strength to grab on to Duke’s paws and pull him out of the water. He was shivering, and all four of his paws were cut and bleeding from scratching against the side of the pool.


I took Duke inside and wrapped him in a towel, and I put some bandages on his paws, and I sat with him and held him until he warmed up and calmed down.


Over the next two days I changed Duke’s bandages four times. It was hard, messy work, and probably kind of painful for Duke. He didn’t like it, and neither did I. And when I was changing them for the fourth time, a thought formed in my head.


There has to be a better way.


So I came up with an idea for these special bandage booties for Duke. The outsides of the booties were like socks, but on the insides I layered gauze pads that I could just take out and replace. I’d slip them on Duke and pull them tight, and that would be that. At first, Duke didn’t know what to make of the booties, and he’d sort of clomp around in them and look at me as if to say, Are you kidding me with this? But after a while he got used to them and didn’t seem to mind. I remember seeing him walk by in his little booties and thinking he looked so cute.


I also remember thinking, Okay, they work. The crazy booties work. This is better.
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Fast-forward thirty years.


I was on vacation with my three young children, Christie, Bobby, and Jackie, in East Hampton on Long Island. One afternoon, the children and I were sitting on a bench outside a bakery on Main Street, eating ice cream. I watched as a man came out of the store holding two white cardboard pie boxes, one in each hand.


The man tried to push the screen door open with his elbows, but it kept swinging back and nearly knocking the boxes out of his hands. Finally, he escaped the store. As he walked to his car, he stacked one box on top of the other and balanced them with one hand while digging around in his pocket for his keys. He got them out but dropped them on the sidewalk. Somehow, he recovered and made it into his car with his two pies still intact. It was a little adventure no one paid any attention to but me.


And as I watched the man struggle with his pies, a thought formed in my head again. The exact same thought as when I was ten.


There has to be a better way.


And in that very moment, I saw it. Clear as day.


As a mom, I baked a lot of cupcakes for my children’s birthday parties and school events, and the only thing big enough to carry twenty-four cupcakes was a flimsy cardboard shirt box. I’d put cellophane or tinfoil on top of the cupcakes, but inevitably the icing would get smushed.


But what if . . . what if . . .


. . . what if there was a box specially designed for the job?


Something with, say, six sides and a little shelf that gave you two separate layers for pies or all twenty-four cupcakes? And maybe the shelf could come out and you’d have enough room for a triple-layer cake! And what if the bottom popped up so the box folded up flat for easy storage, unlike those big plastic tubs that take up all the room in your cabinets? And what if it made life easier for moms everywhere who were constantly baking cakes and cookies and pies for school events and birthday parties and could never really figure out how to carry them?


Why couldn’t such a box exist?


I grabbed the kids and rushed back to where we were staying. I found some paper and started scribbling drawings of the box. I spent the whole day reworking and refining the design. I saw the entire process in my head: how I could make them, what they’d be made of, the many ways they could help out mothers like me—everything. It was all there, in the air, waiting for me to pluck it out.


Just about sixteen months later, the Piatto Bakery Box was born—and it went on to become one of the most popular products of its kind, ever.


That moment outside the bakery was an epiphany for me. It was the moment when I realized—truly realized—what I was really good at. You see, other people in the store and on the sidewalk saw the man struggling with his pies, but no one paid him any attention. No one saw what I saw. As far as I could tell, no one viewed the situation quite the way I did—oh, there’s a problem, so what’s the solution? But for whatever reason, I did see it that way. It was just the way my mind worked in that instant. And it made me realize, like I never really had before, that this is who I am, and this was what I do.


I see objects that aren’t there.


I solve problems no one asks me to solve.


I look at life in terms of meaningful, positive, impactful change, even if it’s just a better pie box.


I’m an inventor, and I make things.
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This is the part of the book where I’m supposed to tell you about all the things I’ve made and everything I’ve accomplished. Some of you may already know parts of my story, but many of you might not, so the idea is to set up who I am and give you a reason to keep reading. To be honest, I’m not really thrilled about this part. How do you write about your successes without sounding like you’re bragging?


Some people get someone else to do it in a prologue or a foreword—someone notable who can get away with singing your praises to the heavens. But I didn’t want to do that, either.


I want this entire book, start to finish, to be like a conversation between you and me. Like you’re sitting with a friend, feet up on the sofa, listening to her tell a story.


My whole life and career have been about having direct and heartfelt connections with the people who cross my path and grace me with their trust and attention. I’ve spent thousands of hours on TV addressing hundreds of millions of people, and in all that time I’ve done one thing and one thing only—spoken straight from my heart.


I want this book to be the same way. Just me, talking to you, straight from my heart.


So here goes.


My name is Joy, and I grew up in a working-class part of Long Island in New York. My father ran a bus company, and my mother took care of me and my brother, John. Things weren’t always perfect in our house, but they weren’t always bad, either. Growing up, I was insecure and not very popular. I can’t say I was a quiet person, but I definitely wasn’t flashy.


The people around me, though—they were flashy. My father, Rudy, who drove big lime-green cars and wore white boat shoes, and my mother, Toots, who liked to wear big stylish hats everywhere, and later on my husband, Tony, an aspiring singer and life of the party who wasn’t really ready to be a father to our three children.


In my thirties I felt like I was losing control of my life, so I took charge and made some changes, and I rediscovered who I could be.


Then I invented the first self-wringing mop, and that changed everything.


I called it the Miracle Mop, and in the early days my children and friends and family helped me build the first 1,000 of them out of the back of my father’s auto body shop in Deer Park, Long Island.


I convinced someone at QVC, a new electronic retail TV channel, to sell the Miracle Mop. And despite having zero TV experience—and a terrible fear of public speaking—I wound up on the air selling the mops myself.


Not too much later, we were selling millions of Miracle Mops a year.


How did I do it? How did I sell so many mops on TV?


I did it by talking straight from my heart.


After the Miracle Mop, I just kept seeing things that weren’t there. I came up with the idea for a better, slimmer, more efficient closet hanger, which struck most people as an unnecessary solution to a nonexistent problem. A hanger is just a hanger, they said. Who cares about hangers? Well, I did, and so did a lot of other people with messy, overstuffed closets and nice clothes that kept ending up on the floor.


I launched the Huggable Hanger on the Home Shopping Network, and it became the single best-selling product in the history of HSN—and all of TV.


More products followed, and more successes, and nearly all of my inventions earned the Good Housekeeping Seal, my own personal benchmark for quality. Fast Company magazine named me one of the 10 Most Creative Women in Business, and People magazine called me The Billion-Dollar Mom. Each year my appearances on the shopping channel HSN are beamed into more than 90 million homes.


All told, I’ve designed and invented more than $3 billion worth of products, all of them for people just like me.


Still, my proudest achievement, besides my three beautiful children, is the little company I started back in 1991, Ingenious Designs. It grew big enough for me to employ more than 200 people, including two of my children (who aren’t children anymore, and who gave up impressive careers of their own to come work with me). My mother, Toots, and my father, Rudy, also came to work with me, even after they were divorced (I did have to put them in different parts of the building). Over the years, other friends and family came on board, including, believe it or not, my ex-husband, Tony.


I guess I look at the concept of family a little differently than some people. I believe that just because bad things happen in relationships doesn’t mean there isn’t something worth saving there. I believe in circling back to people and seeing the good in them instead of the bad.


Yes, I’m an inventor, and, yes, I’ve sold a lot of products and won awards and all that, but if you want to know what matters most to me—what makes me me—it’s family.


So if you share my belief in the power of ideas and dreams and family, I hope you’ll keep on reading.
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I believe we are all capable of great creativity and great productivity and great achievement in our lives. I believe we can all make meaningful, impactful changes that will make the world around us better. We all have unique tools and talents and abilities that, when deployed with true passion and purpose and courage, can produce astonishing, magical results.


I believe these things because I see how far I’ve come with my own set of tools and talents and abilities—and it’s a lot farther than I ever dreamed I could go.


Which brings me to the reason why I decided to write this book in the first place.


You see, it’s been a long and incredible journey for me, from skinny little Joy to single mother of three to the great here and now. And through it all, I managed to defy a lot of conventional wisdom, and I developed my own set of truths. Today, these truths are my core principles—they are what I live by each and every day, in every aspect of my life.


And any one of them, on its own, can help you make a meaningful change in your life.


But taken together, they form a kind of guide that I use to make positive changes in the world around me. I call it my Blueprint.


My Blueprint for a more joyful life.


And that’s what this book is about.
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So, technically, this book is not a memoir or an autobiography, although it does tell the story of my life.


And, technically, it’s not a self-help book, either, though I certainly hope it proves helpful.


To me, this book is a shared moment between me and you. As I tell you my stories, I want you to feel like you’re right there with me, facing the same obstacles, figuring out solutions, taking the journey with me.


Along the way, I’ll pause in my story, but only when there’s something really important I want to point out to you. It won’t happen in every chapter, but close to it. I’ll even use a little light bulb—[image: Image]—to help mark these moments. Because I want you to learn what I learned, exactly when I learned it.


And in the end, after all the stories are told, we’ll come back around to my Blueprint. We’ll walk through it together, and we’ll see if some of it might help you build your own brave and creative life.


I believe it will.


I know with all my heart that you can carve a beautiful, joyful path through the world. And I hope my story can inspire and empower you as you take on the most courageous task of all.


Inventing you.
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Before we jump in, I just wanted to throw an idea out there for you to think about.


The idea that Everything Is a Product.


I know that might sound a little crass, but that’s not how I mean it. For me, it’s just the way my mind works. It’s a big part of how I view my life, and how I view the world around me. I see everything as a product—and I mean everything.


And it always seems to lead me to a little bit of magic.


Let me tell you what I mean.


I often hear people say that my instincts for designing and creating things amount to some kind of superpower. As in, “Oh, that’s Joy’s superpower—she just knows what works and what doesn’t.” It’s a nice compliment to hear and it always makes me smile, but you know what?


It’s not true.


The truth is, there is nothing superhuman about me. Trust me, there isn’t. I’m thoroughly human, and I have all the fears and doubts and insecurities that come with being human. I get upset when bad things happen and happy when things go right. I’m not off the charts in any department, and I’m certainly not brilliant (I know people who are brilliant, and I’m not like them). In most ways, I’m pretty normal. What you see is what you get.


But what I do have going for me, and what has propelled me to where I am today, is something that is incredibly simple and powerful all at once: I believe in my ideas, and I have the courage to act on them.


When I see something that isn’t working right in my life, I believe I have the option, even the responsibility, to say something and do something about it. I feel confident that my voice matters, that I can fix what’s broken and make it better—even if it’s just a little bit.


I don’t feel this way because I am special.


I feel this way because, like everyone else, I have the right—and the power—to make my life work better.


Sometimes we forget we have this power. We begin to believe our voices don’t matter. We accept that we’re not in control of our lives, so why should we even bother trying to fix things? So here’s a little trick I use to remind myself that I do have this power, and that my voice does matter.


I think of myself as a consumer, and I think of everything around me as a product. As a consumer, I have the right to speak up about what’s working and what’s not.


We can all understand how a can opener is a product. And we can tell when a can opener isn’t working, because it just isn’t opening any cans. Wouldn’t you feel very confident in your opinion that the can opener is broken? That it’s not doing what it’s supposed to do? That it needs fixing?


Well, what if you’re a parent, and your son or daughter is mad at you and won’t let you into their room?


Would you say, Oh, well, teenagers are teenagers, and there’s nothing I can do about it?


Or would you say, Wait a minute, this isn’t working right, I need to fix it right now?


Would you speak up about a can opener, but not do the same with your child?


Everything can be a product. Your job. Your relationships. Your family. Everything. The beauty of viewing everything as a product is that it expands the range of subjects we feel entitled to have an opinion on. It empowers us to have more influence in our own lives. Because if you are the consumer of everything in your life, then you are entitled to a point of view about how the “products” actually work.


Who better than us to evaluate whether something is working the way we want it to? If our voices don’t matter, then whose do?


In my business, some people believe they’re smarter than the consumers they service. But I never, ever make that mistake. I know the smartest person in any transaction is always the consumer, because they have all the power in their hands. They decide what they want and what they don’t want. The consumer is the real expert.


That is true in business, and it’s especially true in the business of life.


We are the ultimate arbiters, the ultimate experts, of what works and doesn’t work in our worlds.


Some people shy away from this responsibility because they’re afraid they’ll be criticized or ridiculed if they make their voice heard.


But we shouldn’t shy away. We shouldn’t be afraid. If something isn’t working in our lives, it will never get fixed unless we admit to ourselves that it’s broken—and find the courage to fix it.


So go ahead and try it for a while—think of everything as a product. Think of yourself as the consumer of that product, and have the courage to believe that your opinion, your point of view, your voice, really and truly matters in the transactions that make up your life.


If we’re confident we can tell when a can opener is broken, let’s be the same way with the things that really matter in our lives.
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My father, Rudy, was in the front seat, driving his big white Cadillac home from a winter vacation in Vermont. My mother, Toots, who was wearing one of the big hats she loved so much, was in the passenger seat. I was in back, squeezed in next to my older brother, John, my grandmother Mimi, and five or six of my mother’s giant hat boxes (she always traveled with extras).


It was a long drive, and every few minutes Mimi whispered something in my ear.


“Do you think he’s going to stop soon?” she said. “I need to go to the bathroom.”


Mimi never really got along with Rudy. Maybe she didn’t think he was good enough for her daughter. In any case, she didn’t want to ask him to stop. After a while I felt sorry for her and finally spoke up.


“Dad, Mimi needs to go to the bathroom!”


My father said he’d pull over. Then he told my mother his lips were chapped and asked if she had any lip balm.


“All I have is this,” Toots said, holding up a tube of bright gold lipstick.


Rudy took the lipstick and put it on.


A few minutes later he pulled into a gas station in the middle of nowhere, and a burly attendant came over to the car. My dad rolled down the window. I looked at the attendant’s confused face as he surveyed the scene—Mimi squirming in the back, me and John buried under boxes, Toots wearing her big fancy hat, and my father wearing bright gold lipstick.


“Do you have a ladies’ room?” my father asked.


Welcome to my family.
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Looking back, I think it’s fair to say my parents were on the eccentric side.


Rudy and Toots—her real name is Terry, but everyone calls her Toots—met at a bridal shower in Brooklyn, where Rudy grew up. His parents came over from Italy, where they’d been forced into an arranged marriage. I didn’t know his parents all that well, but from what people said, they weren’t the happiest people around. They had seven children in all, and Rudy was in the middle. Rudy’s father was known to be mean to his children, and especially to Rudy, who he constantly called the black sheep of the family.


Toots’s parents were different. Her father, Pappy, was a printer, and her mother, Mimi, had a job as a waitress during the Depression. Mimi was such a hard worker but she was always positive and full of energy, and so much fun to be with. Toots was their only child, and she was loved and cherished and doted on, and I think that shaped the rest of her life. As an adult she always wanted to be the beautiful object of attention, and she loved shopping for fashionable outfits and hats, even when we couldn’t really afford it.


One time she came home with a two-foot-tall beehive hairdo, which made it kind of hard for her to put on her stylish hats.


Rudy was eccentric in a different way. After dropping out of high school, he got a job driving a bus, and eventually started his own bus company on Long Island. That was how he supported his family, and it was a perfectly good job.


Still, not having a real education bothered him more than it probably should have. It didn’t help that his father harped on him for being a dropout. Rudy made up for it by reading lots of books and acting like an authority on a wide, and sometimes weird, range of subjects—turtle species in the Galápagos Islands, antique grandfather clocks, you name it. He always wanted to be smarter than everyone else, even people who clearly knew more about something than he did.


Like Toots, Rudy also had a flair for the dramatic. He liked wearing smart dinner jackets and slick white shoes, and he loved driving flashy cars that came in wild colors. When my mother said she wanted a pink car, Rudy bought her a tiny pink Fiat. It was so small, one neighbor said that if she drove over a piece of gum, she’d stick to it.
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To be closer to his bus company, Rudy and Toots moved from Brooklyn to a three-bedroom colonial home in Dix Hills, a middle-class hamlet in the town of Huntington, right in the middle of Long Island. They had a son, my brother John, and three years later I came along.


Skinny little Joy.


I was born with a hernia and clogged tear ducts, and when my baby teeth came in they were fragile and already falling apart. As a child I wore braces and big glasses and clothes that looked too large for me. I remember wanting to be the kind of girl who people fussed over and pinched on the cheek and told, “Oh, aren’t you a pretty child!” I remember wanting to be as beautiful as my mother. But I just wasn’t. I was skinny and self-conscious and awkward. In the third grade I still wore braces and big glasses, and my eyes constantly watered because of my tear ducts, and I think my teacher, Miss Haffercamp, felt sorry for me, because one day she came over and patted me on the shoulder and gave me a little pep talk.


“Joy, it’s okay,” she said. “Don’t you know how special you are? Everything’s going to be okay.”


A few weeks later, Miss Haffercamp began casting the annual school play. That year, it was Peter Pan. I loved Peter Pan. My parents had a vinyl recording of a production of the show, and in my room I played it about a thousand times, acting out all the parts myself. I was secretly hoping Miss Haffercamp would give me a tiny role in the play—something that would let me be onstage but behind everyone else.


Instead, she asked me if I wanted to try out for the lead role—Peter Pan.


I didn’t want to do it. I didn’t want to be front and center. Just the thought of it was terrifying. But when Miss Haffercamp asked me, I said yes. Maybe it was because she was so nice to me. I went to the audition and got the part, and I played Peter Pan in front of an auditorium full of parents and teachers. I was petrified the whole time, but I got through it.


I can’t say that moment changed my life, because it didn’t. It took me a long, long time to believe in myself the way Miss Haffercamp believed in me. Much longer than you might think.


But Miss Haffercamp’s kindness made a real difference.
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One day when I was eight years old, my mother took me with her to the supermarket. Near the checkout line, I noticed another girl around my age standing next to a giant display tower of canned peas. The girl reached out and touched one of the cans, and all of a sudden—BANG!


The tower came tumbling down with a giant crash.


Everyone turned and stared at the girl, including her mother, who looked really mad. I could tell the girl herself was just a couple of seconds away from crying.


Without thinking about it, I rushed over to the girl and the sprawling mess of cans. “Don’t worry,” I told her. “I’ll help you put them back.”


And that’s what I did. Together, we started restacking the cans. Later on, my mother told me how, when the cans came down, my own face reflected a kind of horror, as if I’d been the one to knock them over—which, in a way, is what it felt like to me. I mean, I could really feel the girl’s fear and embarrassment when everyone was staring at her. My instinct was to go to her so she wouldn’t be alone, and to help her so people would stop staring.
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That wasn’t the only time I felt like that. In Dix Hills, I had a cousin named Phil who lived down the street. Phil was a sweet and funny kid, but because he was smaller than other boys his age, he got picked on a lot. The boys called him names and chased him around the playground and harassed him on the school bus. I hated it when I saw kids being mean to Phil.


At school one afternoon, I saw some boys circling Phil in the playground. I knew what was coming next. I ran toward them, my hands balled into tiny fists, and I stood in front of Phil and faced the boys.


“You are NOT messing with Phil today!” I screamed.


The boys got quiet. They looked at each other, not sure what to do. Then they shrugged and walked away. I don’t know how I did it, but somehow I projected enough authority to scare the bullies away. Seeing Phil get picked on—seeing anyone get picked on—hurt me as much as if I were the one being bullied.
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My father Rudy had a temper, and when he got frustrated or annoyed or angry he might yell and kick over a chair, or throw a dinner plate against the wall. I always wanted my mother to stand up to him, but she never did.


Rudy was tougher on my brother, John, than he was with me. When he got mad at John for whatever reason, he might chase him around the house with a strap. Not often, but often enough to matter. I did what I could to protect John, but I couldn’t save him every time.


Rudy never hit me, though one time he came close. It happened at the kitchen table, when he got angry about something. I was almost nine, and I remember being annoyed by his temper, so I got up and grabbed a box of chocolate snaps that was on the table, and I stormed away, headed to my bedroom. Then I heard my father’s angry voice.


“Give me those chocolate snaps,” he said.


I kept going, but my father reached out and grabbed the box out of my hands. He put the box up against the wall, right next to where my head was. Then he punched the box with his fist, shattering everything in it.


The kitchen got quiet. My mother and brother said nothing. I looked at my father, and he looked at me. I knew he had crushed the snaps so I couldn’t eat them, but I also knew he was trying to make a point.


He was saying, I am someone Do not challenge me.


Part of me wanted to cry and run off to my bedroom, but that’s not what I did. Instead, I got angry. I looked right at my father and let him have it.


“Don’t you dare ever do that again,” I said.


Then I stormed off to my room.


I wasn’t just standing up for myself. I was standing up for my mother and my brother, too.


My father spent the next three days apologizing to me for his outburst. It might have scared him how close he came to hitting me. Or maybe the fact that I stood up to him was the scary part. Either way, our relationship changed that day.
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I didn’t know it then, but what I was feeling in all of those moments was empathy. The ability to understand and share the emotions of others. Empathy is something most of us possess and demonstrate every day. We help people when they trip and fall. We feel bad when we hear about someone’s misfortune. It’s part of what makes us human.


With me, feeling what someone else was feeling also made me want to do something about it. It made me want to find a way to make things better. My impulse was to step in and fix what was broken.


Looking back now, I realize that my ability to empathize with others shaped the person I would become—and led directly to my success as an inventor. And I’ve seen the same ability drive the success of others.


I believe the key to success is how deeply we care about, and how closely we identify with, the people around us.


When I create a product, I’m not observing consumers and trying to figure out what they need, as if they’re separate from me. I feel what they feel, and I need what they need. It’s not part of a business strategy or even anything I set out to do. It’s just who I am—the same person who felt the embarrassment of the little girl who knocked over the peas.


This connection is essential not only in business but in all facets of life. To accomplish anything meaningful in any endeavor, we have to understand the value of what we are doing not just for ourselves but for other people.


Think about it—it’s hard to solve any problem if we’re seeing only one side of it. If we’re arguing with a friend, we won’t be able to fix what’s broken unless we empathize with them and understand their needs, not just our own. Empathy is absolutely crucial to success.


Now here’s the good news—the ability to empathize is already inside us. It’s part of our internal wiring. What we need to do is harness that power. We need to listen to the caring voice inside us and pull that empathy to the surface.


This is one of the most important lessons I’ve learned—that to be truly successful in anything, we need to turn our focus outward and tune in to other people’s emotions. Only then can we try to fix what’s broken.
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I was nine years old when I ran away from home.


I was angry with my mother about something, I can’t even remember what, but it was enough for me to decide to take Kim, the German shepherd we had before Duke, and just walk out.


But before I did, I went to the backyard and found the straightest, most perfect stick I could find, and I meticulously tied a scarf to one end of it, knotting it neatly in two places so it made the perfect little carrying case—just like those bags on a stick that hoboes always had, only more efficient. I packed a few things in it for me, and also some food for Kim, and I put her on a leash, and we walked out the front door, never to return.


About thirty seconds later, my mother got a phone call from a neighbor.


“Joy’s out here with a dog and a stick.”


My mother got in her car, drove down the street and found us and brought us home. All I will say is it wasn’t just a stick.


It was my beautiful and perfect little creation.
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Like a lot of kids, I loved finding ways to create new things to play with. I guess I just took it to a whole other level.


For instance, I loved playing with dolls, but the dolls were secondary to what was really fun for me—creating elaborate cities for my dolls to live in. I’d make buildings out of cardboard, and little streets and sidewalks, and I could fill up my whole bedroom with my doll cities.


One day, my brother announced that he and some of his neighborhood friends were going to build a treehouse. I told John I wanted to help. I got out some sketch paper and designed a treehouse that had not one, not two, but seven levels. With the help of the man who was working with my father to put up a deck, John and I lugged slats of wood across the yard and hammered them together ourselves, and in the end our treehouse was unlike any we’d ever seen. It really was seven levels!


Then I turned my attention to the kitchen.


My family had an ordinary toaster oven we used to heat up waffles and things like that. But what I wanted to do was roast pumpkin seeds and make them pop. Our toaster oven simply couldn’t generate that much heat. Then I had an idea.


I was smart enough not to mess with the toaster’s wiring. But I did line the inside of the toaster with aluminum foil, thinking the heat would bounce off the foil and roast the seeds more thoroughly. I didn’t ask my parents for permission to fool around with the toaster, in case you’re wondering.


Once I’d completely lined the little oven with tinfoil, I put in the pumpkin seeds and turned it on.


Immediately, it caught on fire and began smoking, and after a few seconds it fizzled out. I guess I’m lucky I didn’t get killed. But for sure I killed our family’s toaster oven.


[image: Image]


The best thing about little Joy the inventor was that she didn’t think she had to be really good at something in order to give it a try.


And you know what? She was right.


When we’re children, we tend to believe we can do anything. Never built a treehouse? So what? Lit the toaster on fire? Close call! We seem to be born with a type of fearless creativity—we have ideas, and we aren’t afraid to take a chance or two to bring them to life. And if we make mistakes and mess things up, that’s okay, because that’s how we learn what works and what doesn’t.


But as we grow older, we tend to shut this fearlessness off. We are taught that being skeptical is smart, and we become our own worst critic. We allow our fear of not succeeding, of not being good, of being embarrassed or feeling lost, to stop us from even trying in the first place.


And that’s the real mistake.


Our smart, skeptical adult selves shut down ideas for something new. Even good ideas. Especially good ideas, because those are the ones that feel more real, more tempting, more frightening. We do this because we forget what we once took for granted as children—that we probably won’t be any good at something the first time we try it.


We forget that we don’t have to be good to get started. We just have to get started.


[image: Image]


When I was nine, I wasn’t afraid to create something new. And I wasn’t worried about it working or not. I did my best, and sometimes it worked, and sometimes it didn’t. Sometimes it caught on fire.


My brother would always say to me, “You should have been born a boy.” I understood what he meant—that boys build things like rocket ships, not girls.


But what can I say? I just wanted to build rocket ships.
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“Joy, I’m having a party this weekend, do you want to come?”


I was in junior high, and one of my classmates was inviting me to her home. She said all the other girls from our class would be there, and lots of boys, too. I knew what that meant. It meant they’d be playing games like spin the bottle.


“I’d like to, but I can’t,” I lied. “I’m going away with my parents.”


I was just too insecure to have the nerve to go to parties with all the popular kids. I wanted to go—I wanted to be one of the popular girls. Believe me, if I could have closed my eyes and made a wish and turned myself into a pretty, confident cheerleader, I would have. But I couldn’t. That just wasn’t me. Over time, all my friends had boyfriends, but I didn’t. Not for the longest time.
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