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I was lucky enough to have an incredible father, and I’m lucky enough to still have two great older brothers. Throughout my life, I have been lucky to have had many mentors as well, both in tennis and in life.


But I can honestly say that, for me, the only person who has encompassed all of those qualities in one is Richard Ader.


I have known Richard for almost twenty-five years. We met through tennis, as I’ve met many of my friends throughout my fifty-two years involved in the game (I’m now fifty-five years young).


Richard has always been a person I could talk to… about my life, my family, and my career. We worked as partners in a business venture called World Team Tennis, the co-ed tennis league started by the legendary Billie Jean King over forty years ago. We did the work not because we could make a lot of money (we could have lost some), but because we loved the game.


Working together throughout the World Team Tennis years, Richard taught me so much about business, and, even more, about how to treat people in business and in life.


I knew that Richard was very successful in his real estate business, but he was always more interested in discussing my life, my story, and my goals. We would meet often at his favorite Midtown Manhattan restaurant, down the street from his office. He would always be early, sitting at his customary table, waiting for his tennis buddy.


I looked forward to those lunches because I knew I could always get the straight story from Richard. His pearls of wisdom stayed with me as I navigated my way through my post-tennis-playing career.


Richard became one of my most trusted confidants. I have come to see him as a father figure, an older brother figure, a mentor figure, and, honestly, over the years, as a true, true friend.


Reading Richard’s story is just incredible. I knew some of it: his basketball playing days; his upbringing; his awesome wife, Pam; his family (he’s the proudest father and grandfather there is); and his tremendously successful real estate business. But I didn’t know it all.


I have been lucky enough to meet many of Richard’s friends and family through the years at his U.S. Open suite, where Richard holds court in his chair, taking in the tennis all day and night.


Recently, I was able to hit tennis balls with Richard again. To see his dedication to get back on the court after all he has been through is an absolute inspiration.


Thank you, Richard, for being you. And I love your new two-handed backhand. We should have switched to it years ago.










INTRODUCTION
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I was looking straight at death. But I refused to let it take me.


It was March 2019, and I was in the recovery room after an ablation procedure on my heart. My doctor told me that it was a success. But the next thing I remember, it was two days later, and I woke up thinking I was dead. I’m told that my heart stopped and all my organs began failing. I had been put into a medically induced coma. My family was told to prepare for my demise. They thought it was the end. My doctors thought it was the end. Everyone thought it was the end.


But it wasn’t the end.


In many ways, it turned out to be just the beginning. After almost two months in the hospital, after losing more than twenty pounds and virtually all of my muscle mass, I was unable to stand on my own. In fact, I was unable to do much of anything. My doctors told me I might never walk again, and certainly that I’d never again play tennis, the sport I’d loved for decades.


To me, there had to be a path forward. There always is. Finding that path, no matter the odds, is what has driven me my entire life. Professionally, I became a pioneer in the field of net lease real estate, building a career of more than fifty years finding ever-greater ways to benefit my clients, even as laws and regulations changed. In that work, I have needed a careful, reasoned understanding of risk and reward. I’ve had to set bold-but-realistic goals, take decisive action, and invest time and energy with an eye toward the future. The skills that have served me well in real estate are remarkably similar to those that have been needed for a successful recovery. That’s how this book emerged. That’s how I believe my story can help you, no matter where you are in your recovery, and what you’re hoping to achieve.





It was during a tennis match with a friend that the events unfolded that ultimately led to this book. I was playing tennis on Randall’s Island in New York. I remember walking to one side of the court and then falling to the ground, landing smack on my face. Luckily, it was right next to a training location for the New York City Fire Department, and there were six EMTs eating breakfast just a few hundred feet away. They revived me and insisted that I go to the hospital. But this wasn’t a sports injury. I fell because my heart was out of rhythm, a condition known as atrial fibrillation, and my heart was out of rhythm because it was beginning to fail.


My father died of a heart attack at age fifty-three, when I was just a teenager. Back then, doctors didn’t know there was much you could do to fix a weak heart. My father had three heart attacks, yet no one ever told him to go a gym and take care of himself. He went to work, came home, drank a glass of whiskey, and smoked a cigar. Generations of people with weak hearts simply died earlier than they otherwise might have because the knowledge wasn’t there, the medicine wasn’t there, and the equipment wasn’t there. I was much luckier. The doctors saw that I had a weak heart, and they began to intervene. After the Randall’s Island incident, my doctors installed a defibrillator, a device that can shock your heart back into its correct rhythm.


But that was just the start of my struggles.


Not long after, doctors also found that I had a leaky valve. There was a choice between open heart surgery and a less invasive procedure that would clip the valve using a tiny tube. Doctors examined me, interviewed me, and tried to figure out the best path forward. Fortunately, I qualified for the clip, and it was a successful procedure.


But I still wasn’t done.


In some ways, my body responded too well to the cardiac medications they gave me. I had drugs to regulate my blood pressure, but the pressure kept falling too low, so I felt dizzy and lightheaded. One day, playing tennis again, I started to feel faint. I sat down on the court to avoid another fall, and then I was taken to the hospital where they found it necessary to give my heart another shock. My doctors wanted me to have a procedure called an ablation, where small areas of heart tissue are treated in order to restore the normal heartbeat. As it turned out, that was just one of a few ablations I would need. After the last one, in March 2019, I was back in my room when the doctor told me that it all went well. That’s the last thing I remember before the world turned black.


Lights were flashing outside my door, bells were ringing, and doctors and nurses stormed into my room to save me. (My family tells this story better than I can.) My pulse was 190, and my heart was in overdrive. I was dying. Every vital sign was down to zero, so I was placed on a ventilator and put into a medically induced coma. For two days, no one knew if I would ever wake up or what my condition would be if I did. I had dreams while I was in the coma, or semi-dreams, I suppose, where I was listening to the television in my room and hearing the sounds of life around me, but I couldn’t respond. Suddenly, there was a dog by my side, and it was my dog, Oliver. We both saw death, right in front of us. Oliver’s eyes flew open and that forced me to open mine. Suddenly, I was awake.


There I was, in the hospital bed, my family surrounding me. I thought I was dead. I kept asking for proof that I was alive. I saw Notre Dame Cathedral in flames on the television screen, and thought that couldn’t be real. For almost two months I was in the hospital. They were keeping my heart beating artificially at first with a balloon pump attached to my leg. I was completely incapacitated, unable to move, unable to do anything without serious assistance.


After that event, I drove myself to a remarkable recovery. I was playing tennis again, and I was back at work in my office. But my heart was still functioning poorly. My doctors installed a machine called a CardioMEMS to measure the fluid on my lungs, in order to make sure it wasn’t building up from the heart failure. To use this machine, I had to lie on a special pillow that could take the necessary readings, and then transmit those readings to my doctor so he could monitor my lung function. I had to do this every single day.
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