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FOREWORD




“Tell me a fact and I’ll learn. Tell me a truth and I’ll believe. But tell me a story and it will live in my heart forever.”


—Indian Proverb





When I was a child I loved to watch my father shave. I sat on the closed toilet seat and marveled at the sound of the razor gliding over his face, pushing aside the foamy soap like a shovel in the snow. I adored him, this grand figure who slapped lotion on his cheeks every morning, buttoned his clean white shirt and hugged me good-bye.


Once, my father made a movie with Margaret O’Brien and he often took me to the set. I would cue his lines as we drove to the MGM studios with the windows open and the heady mix of Old Spice and a Cuban cigar swirling about us as we carried on a kind of rehearsal in transit. On the set I played jacks with Margaret between takes, and when the bell rang, I would join the crew in their silence as the cameras rolled and the boom mike moved into position to record the dialogue I knew by heart.


I was in awe of my father and sinfully envious of Margaret O’Brien. I wore pigtails. I wanted freckles. I wanted to be Margaret O’Brien. Ten years later, at age seventeen, I got my chance.


I played the lead in Gigi in a summer stock production at the Laguna Playhouse south of Los Angeles. The excitement of finally being a real actress was painfully short-lived. All the interviews and all the reviews focused on my father. Would I be as good as my father? Was I as gifted, as funny? Would I be as popular? I was devastated.


I loved my father; my problem was Danny Thomas.


“Daddy,” I began, “please don’t be hurt when I tell you this. I want to change my name. I love you but I don’t want to be a Thomas anymore.”


I tried not to cry during the long silence. And then he said, “I raised you to be a thoroughbred. When thoroughbreds run they wear blinders to keep their eyes focused straight ahead with no distractions, no other horses. They hear the crowd but they don’t listen. They just run their own race. That’s what you have to do. Don’t listen to anyone comparing you to me or to anyone else. You just run your own race.”


The next night as the crowd filed into the theater, the stage manager knocked on my dressing room door and handed me a white box with a red ribbon. I opened it up and inside was a pair of old horse blinders with a little note that read, “Run your own race, Baby.”


Run your own race, Baby. He could have said it a dozen other ways: “Be independent”; “Don’t be influenced by others.” But it wouldn’t have been the same. He chose the right words at the right time. The old horse blinders were the right gift. And all through my life, I’ve been able to cut to the chase by asking myself, “Am I running my race or somebody else’s?”


The impact those words had on me made me wonder if others had such words too. What follows on these pages are the stories that changed the lives of more than one hundred remarkable people who responded to my invitation to reach back into their own lives in search of that moment when words made all the difference. Each one is a brief glimpse into the heart, a moment of awakening, a lightbulb that revealed a truth that has stayed with them for a lifetime, or a challenge that moved them to action. Muhammad Ali responded to a teacher’s assertion that he “ain’t never gonna be nuthin’.” Billy Crystal, Walter Cronkite, Katie Couric and Kenneth Cole also received words of discouragement that goaded them on to achievement. The right words moved Al Pacino to pull out of a downward spiral. Paul McCartney’s words came in a dream; Steven Spielberg’s came from Davey Crockett. Chris Rock’s words, like mine, came from his father; Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s from her mother-in-law on the eve of her wedding. Rudolph Giuliani, Cindy Crawford and Gwyneth Paltrow heard the words that changed their lives during a moment of crisis. Itzhak Perlman spent his entire career, almost forty years, living by a single, eight-letter word first spoken to him by a Russian music teacher when he was ten years old.


All of these stories confirmed something I’ve always suspected: that whether we know it or not, each of us carries our own unique slogan, a custom-made catchphrase that resonates throughout our lives.


The royalties from this book will help fund research now underway at St. Jude Children’s Research Hospital, the hospital my father founded in 1962. Along with our Nobel laureate Dr. Peter Doherty, our talented physicians, researchers and nurses strive every day to save the lives of children who come to our doors from all over the world and who are never turned away because of a family’s inability to pay.


I thank the men and women who offered their stories for this book on behalf of the children, and with the hope that their right words at the right time would be just that to someone else.


And I thank my father for all his words that continue to live in my heart.
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Muhammad Ali


Athlete


I was a loudmouth when I was twelve years old. I made my parents nervous. I wore my Golden Gloves jacket everywhere, strutting, bragging, shadowboxing. It was the fifties and I was what young black men were not supposed to be in Louisville, Kentucky: Loud.


That’s about the time I went to the Armory to see Gorgeous George. He was a big deal then, a white wrestler who took more time parading to the ring than actually fighting. He came out all dressed up pretty and taunting the audience. “Don’t mess up my beautiful hair, I am pretty,” he said, swaggering all over the stage in a big red cape, his yellow hair all piled up. “Don’t mess up my pretty hair,” he repeated, as the audience booed and booed. That’s when I noticed there were no empty seats in the Armory. The more the people booed, the more tickets he sold.


I went home and strutted even more, bragged more, and spoke even louder than before. My poor parents, they were more nervous than ever. “I’m gonna be the greatest of all time,” I said as I shadowboxed everywhere. Even today, my own company is called G.O.A.T. Inc. Know what that stands for? GREATEST OF ALL TIME. I knew when I was twelve I was gonna be THE GREATEST.


In every one of my amateur fights I was floating, stinging, and winning. I pounded my chest, talked about how great I was, and all the time I knew, I just knew, I was prettier than Gorgeous George. I also knew I could sell more tickets than that ol’ rassler.


I wasn’t alone; there were other guys at school boxing and always talking about being the next champion. To one teacher especially, I was just another loudmouth. She kept putting us down and acting like she was disgusted with all these puffed-up boxers. She just did not believe in anyone’s potential. I always thought she was sort of empty-headed. She came up to us one day while we were sparring in the hallway, looked right at me, and said, “You ain’t never gonna be nuthin’.”


I won the Golden Gloves in Louisville when I was seventeen. And then the next year, it happened: I won the Gold Medal at the 1960 Rome Olympics. I was the greatest in the whole world! First thing I did when I got home was to go straight to that teacher’s classroom. “Remember when you said I wouldn’t ever be nuthin’?” I said.


She looked up, sort of surprised.


“I am the greatest in the world,” I said, holding my medal by the ribbon. It dangled there in front of her. “I am the greatest in the world.” Then I put my medal in my pocket and walked out of that classroom for the last time.


Less than one year later I met a member of the Nation of Islam who took me to my first meeting of Muslims. Not long after that, in Detroit in 1962, I met Malcolm X, who told me that “Negro” is not a country. Chinese are from China; Russians are from Russia. Where do Negroes come from?


Malcolm also taught me how “white” in our country is always associated with good. Jesus was white. Cowboys were white; they wore white hats and rode white horses. Angel food cake is white. Tarzan, the King of Africa, was white!


It was Malcolm X who told the truth about black and white in America. Black things were bad, devil’s food cake, black hats, black cats, blackmail. I began to think about the way people viewed black folks.


I learned that I didn’t even know my name. Cassius Clay is a white name given to me by a white man who didn’t know me. That’s why we had black kids in school named George Washington. That’s why we had teachers who never believed in us. Even the one who said, “You ain’t never gonna be nuthin’” was black.


Malcolm X gave me my pride, my spirit. Gorgeous George gave me my plan to sell tickets, which I later used during interviews with Howard Cosell. And that doubting schoolteacher gave me all the motivation I ever needed to become The Greatest of All Time!


I knew it was true when I was twelve years old.
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Christiane Amanpour


Foreign Correspondent


I call myself “the accidental journalist” because I hadn’t grown up always wanting to be one. As a child, I lived in Iran, where there’s no press freedom. Consequently, there was nothing about the profession that attracted me. But journalism ended up claiming me through an odd series of events.


I was sent to high school in England and returned to Iran without a plan for my future. I’d briefly entertained the idea of becoming a doctor, but my grades weren’t high enough for medical school; so I was left somewhat adrift. Then in 1979, the Iranian revolution erupted.


Not only was this cataclysmic in an international sense, but personally it turned my life—and my family’s and friends’ lives— upside down. Martial law was imposed, soldiers and tanks lined the streets, and a nighttime curfew went into effect across the country.


There was a great deal of uncertainty about our future as a nation. Would the Shah hang on to power? What would happen when the Ayatollah came back? Many of my father’s contemporaries were rounded up and arrested, some of them executed.


I returned to England, but my circumstances were radically different. I came from a privileged background. Now my father could no longer support me; his funds had been frozen, and I needed to make my own way. At the time, my younger sister was attending a small journalism college on Fleet Street in London, but after the first term she dropped out, deciding the profession didn’t interest her. Now that every cent counted, I was damned if we were going to lose this money that my family had already laid out.


I went to the headmaster’s office to ask for our money back, but he said no, the fee was nonrefundable. I replied, “Then, I’ll take her place.” So began my journalism career.


I learned some basic skills at the school, and by the end of the first term, I’d caught the bug. If I really want to make it in the world, I thought, I have to go to America. Immediately, I began to apply to colleges in the States, with an eye toward becoming a foreign correspondent. Having lived through these unbelievable international events—including the revolution—I knew this career was perfect for me.


By the early eighties, I was finishing my education at the University of Rhode Island and doing an internship at a local television station, where I was a graphics operator. That job was fascinating, because it put me in the control room, the nerve center of a TV news program. After I’d been there awhile, a colleague said to me, “Have you heard about this new cable station called CNN? I hear they put people on the air who have English accents. Maybe you want to give them a try.”


By then, I’d done the requisite pounding of the pavement— writing letters, looking for entry-level jobs at various local stations— and more than once I was told that my British accent and unconventional looks were liabilities. There was no way I’d be accepted by Middle America TV viewers, I was informed. My long and foreign-sounding name was also considered an impediment.  “Christiane Amanpour?” they would say. “That will never fly on television. No one will be able to pronounce it.”


So I called the personnel department at CNN and was interviewed by phone. The woman asked me ten questions—basic information like, “What is the capital of Iran?”—and shortly afterward, I was told I got the job. I’d be working as an assistant on the foreign desk.


Although a small core of people encouraged me in my first months, several others were not so helpful. Especially my boss. Maybe my enthusiasm and eagerness annoyed her—maybe I’d done something to piss her off—but it was clear that I was not a favorite of hers, and she let me know it, belittling my ambitions at every possible turn.


“CNN is certainly not the place for you,” she’d say to me. “You’ll have to go off to some small market and work your way up.”


One of my jobs on the desk was to telex various instructions to our overseas affiliates. Sitting at the telex machine, I faced the wall, with my back to the newsroom. Whenever senior executives strolled into the newsroom, my boss would regale them with comments about my supposedly misguided ambition—“she wants to be a foreign correspondent”—as if that were the most hilarious thing in the world! Then she would send me off to the vending machines to fetch her coffee and Twinkies.


Sometimes tears of frustration and rage would pour down my face; but I never let on and I was determined to press on. I wasted no time. The minute I found out CNN was looking for a writer, I bolted off the desk, got the job, and began writing news copy for the anchors. Then I moved up to senior writer. I kept falling into dead men’s shoes, winding my way up through vacancies.


Finally, I landed my first foreign assignment. My boss had by then left and CNN needed to fill a correspondent’s position in our Frankfurt office. Two or three correspondents were ahead of me, but they declined. “Hey, I’ll go anywhere,” I said, and suddenly I was off to Germany. A couple of months later, Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, and off I went to the Persian Gulf region. Before I knew it, I was in the middle of the hottest story covering the Gulf War, and in a journalistic sense, I never came back.


It’s been a long and fascinating journey for me, and every step of the way has demanded hard work—but intensely enjoyable hard work. I don’t believe in sailing through life. My early experience at CNN taught me to have absolute clarity of vision—to know what I wanted and to have the courage and stamina to pursue my goals.


People will always try to knock you in life—and knock your dreams. In a peculiar way, that’s not such a bad thing. In the end, it gives you an opportunity to prove you want it enough, and that you’re strong enough to keep going. Life isn’t supposed to be too easy.
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Stephen Ambrose


Historian


As I was preparing to write Dwight Eisenhower’s authorized biography, he and I sat together for long interviews, stretching over five years. Of course, he said many memorable things. He had dealt with all the big men of World War II and the first fifteen years of the Cold War—Franklin Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, Bernard Law Montgomery, Joseph Stalin, George Marshall, and Harry Truman among others. I said to him once that it sometimes seemed to me that on this or that occasion Churchill and Montgomery were more concerned with preserving the British Empire than in winning the victory, or that Stalin was more devoted to preserving Communism than in defeating Hitler. I asked if he ever felt that way.


He replied, instantly, that he had long since made it a rule to “never question another man’s motives. His wisdom, yes, but not his motives.” As a general, a politician, and a statesman he lived by that rule. As a writer and a biographer, I’ve done my best to emulate him. I have been critical of some of the decisions of the men I’ve written about, but never because I think they were self-serving, or motivated by greed or a desire to advance some hidden motive. Only God can make such a judgment. What I can say is that this decision had this or that effect, whether for good or evil.


Dr. Samuel Johnson once said something similar to his biographer, Boswell: “We cannot look into the hearts of men, but their actions are open to observation.” Like Johnson, Eisenhower always assumed that the man he was dealing with was honest and trustworthy, even if mistaken.


Eisenhower was a font of wisdom. On the day Hitler invaded Poland, in 1939, he wrote his brother Milton, “Hitler should beware the fury of an aroused democracy.” World War II proved how right he was, as the democracies made war far more effectively than the totalitarian nations. In 1947, during the early years of the Cold War, Eisenhower wrote, “It is a grievous error to forget for one second the might and power of this great republic.” The enduring lesson of both wars is to trust the people of democracy. When they are united behind a cause, they will become a team and nothing can stop them.


In 1959, when a group of congressmen came into the Oval Office to urge President Eisenhower to launch a first-strike nuclear attack on Moscow, to wipe out the Communists as the Nazis were wiped out, he told them they were crazy. He wasn’t going to order a nuclear Pearl Harbor. Then he said, “This Cold War is going to take a long time. But if the Soviets want to keep up with us, and they do, they will have to educate their own people, and in so doing they will sow the seeds of their own destruction.” That is exactly what happened.


Eisenhower was a product of and a believer in the twin pillars of democracy, universal education and the rights of every person: the right to say what he or she thinks; to vote for his or her representative; to work at whatever job suits him and live where he pleases; to worship as he chooses, freely; to be assured of a fair trial if he is accused of any crime. That is what Eisenhower said in 1944, on the eve of the D-Day invasion, to all his troops. And that is exactly what they, under his leadership, accomplished.


Eisenhower is my model and my hero. I’ve tried, not always successfully, but always, to live by his words.
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Jennifer Aniston


Actress


I think of life as a continual learning process so it’s difficult for me to single out one specific moment when someone said something to me that has made all the difference. I remember many moments where my life has been turned around. The first one that comes to mind is when my dad told me, “You should become a lawyer.” My father, John Aniston, has been an actor on daytime television for some twenty-five years now, and he has seen the ups and downs of the business and how many of his friends have suffered the heartache of rejection.


As a good father, he wanted to spare me that heartache. When I look back at that now, I see how complex his feelings must have been to say that. He loves acting; he derives so much satisfaction from it—yet the process can be emotionally brutal. Not just the audition and rejection process, but once you’re cast, going into sometimes dark places to find a character. Of course as a good daughter, I took it as a challenge. I wanted to prove to him that I could do it. I thought he would then be unbelievably impressed and would love me that much more. I think I had a little streak of rebelliousness too. I didn’t consider the hurtful end of it. And his advice really set me on my path as an actor. I tell him sometimes, “If you really didn’t want me to become an actor, you should have told me to be one because then I would have chosen to be a lawyer.” But sometimes, a challenge from someone who we know really loves us can be good, because we know he will love us regardless of the outcome.


As I began studying at the High School for the Performing Arts in New York City, there was another turning point. I was doing what I thought was a highly dramatic scene from The Three Sisters by Anton Chekhov, and I could distinctly hear laughter in the audience. I walked off stage thinking, Huh, laughing at Chekhov; not really the reaction I was going for.


Later when my acting teacher, Anthony Abeson, was going over the scene with me he said, “You know, Jennifer, they’re laughing because you’re funny.”


And I said, “But I don’t want to be a funny actress, I want to be a serious actress.”


“No, you’ve got it wrong,” he said. “This is a wonderful thing. You should hone it, but please don’t let it become your crutch.”


In performance I had a tendency to be funny instead of going deeper into a scene. And in retrospect I realize that this was something I had been doing most of my life. All through my childhood I had used humor as a survival technique. Whether it was my parents’ divorce or trouble with my friends or any of a hundred problems or insecurities that kids go through, I got by through being funny and making people laugh. I think I just did what came naturally to protect myself from hurt.


That’s not to say that I didn’t love making people laugh; I did. And when I think about it, all the things that I loved to watch growing up depicted these women who made me laugh. Yet when I thought about acting I just always thought of myself as a dramatic actress. I wanted to be the kind of actress who had made me cry as a


kid when I went to the theater. Being funny just seemed too easy for me. So this incident in high school radically changed the way I thought about acting.


I realized I had to accept this aspect of my personality—my natural tendency to make people laugh—but place it into a larger context of what I wanted to achieve. I realized I needed to strike a balance. So instead of rejecting the funny side of myself, I embraced it. And channeled it into something I love to do and that makes me unbelievably happy and, amazingly, makes other people happy too.


Another turning point in my life happened with the success of Friends. Here I was in my twenties, and all of a sudden I had all this perceived success, and people started thinking of me as being fabulous and famous. But all the time I was thinking: How weird that these people think this about me. If only they knew me.


I was really at a place where I felt undeserving. I thought about the people out there who were really making a difference in this world. I couldn’t make the success and attention mean anything when I compared it to others. I was thinking that my being an actress had no larger value to anyone. Sure it gave me financial security and validation as an actress and it was fun, but initially I thought, How could it be enough?


I started feeling an overwhelming need to withdraw from the attention when a friend of mine, Abhi, sent me this excerpt from a Nelson Mandela speech written by Marianne Williamson. It was an epiphany for me. Part of it reads: “It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us.... There’s nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you. . . . We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us. It’s not just in some of us; it’s in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same.”


So with those words I realized there was nothing gained by playing small to make others feel comfortable. Who was I to deny myself the light within me, the light that is within everyone? We all need to celebrate who we are and what we have to give to the world. It doesn’t matter if you’re driving a truck or making television shows or movies. We all have something unique to offer.


In reading Mandela’s words, I realized that I did have a value and a place in the world, and part of that was making people laugh on a grand scale. Making lots and lots of people laugh, people I would never know, but perhaps people who needed to laugh. Now I’m grateful for my achievements and happy in giving what I have to offer as a human being.


Although I feel that I am at a good place now, I’m sure there are more turning points to come. I guess that’s what makes life so damn interesting.
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Lance Armstrong


Athlete


My mom is one of the most influential people in my life, if not the most. She wasn’t an athlete like me, but she was a good lady, a strong lady—always supportive and a good example. She had me early in her life, at seventeen. Having a child at that age is tough. You gain some sort of perspective on life that’s different from other kids that age, which might explain why she was so positive about everything. Whenever I wasn’t happy about something, she used to say, “Well, today is the first day of the rest of your life.” That was her motto. And it sounds kind of corny, but in reality, it’s true. If there ever was a difficult time in my life, she always helped me to focus on what I was going to do about it, what I was going to do next, as opposed to obsessing over what happened yesterday or a month ago.


That was before I was diagnosed with cancer. I didn’t really know adversity before that, necessarily. I might have had a bad grade or a disappointing sporting event, but I certainly didn’t have an illness that was threatening to kill me. If you had come to me in September of 1996, a month before I was diagnosed, I would have told you I was pretty happy. It wasn’t as if I needed this illness to come along and change everything, although it did, and in a good way.


By 1996, I was in my mid-twenties, single, and moderately successful as a cyclist. I was well paid, even at the age of twenty-five, and I guess my biggest worry was having an injury or crash that would halt my cycling career.


Then cancer came along.


I had to put my career on the shelf for eighteen months. I had to stop racing for the entire time of treatment and recovery. It was always my intention to start riding again—I loved riding a bike—but I didn’t know what would happen to me after the treatment, whether I would be compromised physically. And I didn’t know if I would be able to find work again, because a lot of teams just figured I was history.


From day one of the diagnosis, my mom was really strong and organized, but it was tough for me to be as optimistic as she was, at first. I didn’t really know what I was dealing with so I couldn’t focus on what was next. I had to learn about the disease, find the best care, concentrate on getting better, and deal with any setbacks that came along, like more revelations about other tumors found in other parts of my body. Those were all speed bumps. And it’s a little hard to face those things and think, Well, today is the first day of the rest of my life.


But the most interesting thing about cancer is that it can be one of the most positive, life-affirming, incredible experiences ever. When somebody is in that position, he starts to really focus on his life, on his friends and family, and what’s really important. You experience a different emotion and feeling than the guy who has woken up for thirty years in perfect health and gone to work or school and never had to worry about anything. That guy forgets that every day when you wake up, it’s really a gift.


My fight with cancer became like an athletic competition. It was me, the doctors, and the surgery versus everything the illness could stack up against us. Whether that was the tumors themselves, or the low blood counts, or all of the effects that go along with having cancer—to me, it was a big fight. That’s a catchphrase, but that’s what it was. And as a result, I feel even more competitive than before. I love what I’m doing by a factor of at least a hundred. It’s gone from being a job to being a lot of fun. One of the best things that came out of the illness was that I met my wife. We met when I was at rock bottom— when I looked like death warmed over—and that’s a good time to meet your wife, I think.


In that sense, it’s impossible for me not to wake up these days and get excited about what lies ahead. But if I’m going to be completely honest, the first thing I think about when I wake up isn’t Today is the first day of the rest of my life. It’s I’d like a nice, strong cup of coffee. I’m a morning person, and I can’t wait to get out and start my day. Whenever I go to bed at night, I look forward to waking up and starting over. So maybe a more fitting saying would be “Tomorrow is the first day of the rest of your life.” Unfortunately, that doesn’t really have the same ring.
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Candice Bergen


Actress


This is an anthology of individual moments of inspiration, personal epiphanies; phrases heard that resonate so strongly that one’s life course is altered. Behavioral patterns changed in the space of a few well-placed words. While I know I’ve often been the recipient of these transformative phrases, the trouble is now I can’t remember them. So it’s of no use to us here.


I have, however, had something else instead. Something that changed me irrevocably, turned my life and my psyche on a dime and continues to inspire me every day. On November 8, 1985, I had my daughter, Chloe.


In fact, she began inspiring me before then, during my pregnancy, when I determined to be—for her—something more. More maternal, mature, responsible. More creative, productive, protective. I wanted in any way possible to be worthy of her. To measure up to being her mom. This has proved no easy task.


In short order, she was developing into a stellar human being. In no time I came to think of her as a “Champ.” A champion human being. Every year it was harder to measure up. As a baby, she was borderline hyperactive, but as a child she became compulsively creative and productive. By the age of six, she was inspiring me to make better use of my time. One weekend, as I tried to catch up on some reading, she was intensely involved in building a chapel of wooden blocks. This went on for hours. She did not want to be disturbed. When at last she asked what time it was and I answered two o’clock, she paled, burst into tears and wailed, “Oh no! I’ve wasted the whole day!” She gave Protestants a bad name.


She was a champion for others as well, always alert to the child who was excluded and unpopular, wasn’t picked for teams, ate lunch alone, or the teacher who she felt was unjustly dismissed. She was passionate, standing in front of her preschool class, at four years old, tears in her eyes, to talk about the Valdez oil spill, the awful destruction of the wildlife and the environment (a word she could not yet pronounce).


Her self-confidence, her already unshakable sense of self-esteem awed me and boosted my own. (I am of a generation whose self-esteem was in short supply.) One morning, when she was seven, I woke her up for school. She had been up sick the night before but insisted on going. Was she sure? Why not stay home today? No. She insisted, sleepily, raising her fists above her head like Rocky: “I am Chloe Malle. I am the Mighty One—I can do it!”


Always physically fearless, when she was nine, I took her white-water rafting in Colorado. Stopping at a calm spot on the river, the guide announced that this would be a good place if anyone wanted to swim. The water was an icy fifty-six degrees and everyone looked at him like he was nuts. Except Chloe. She raised her hand, climbed up to the nose of the raft and promptly jumped in. She is possessed of great guts and gusto, and on that count I have stopped trying to keep up. With age, the ship has sailed on recklessness, but I am inspired constantly by Chloe’s appetite for life. Her joie de vivre is contagious for everyone around her.


And she is constantly inspiring in her courage and generosity. When Chloe was nine, her father became critically ill. Over the course of almost a year, she took care of him, she took care of me, and each morning she entered her fourth-grade classroom with a bright and cheery “Good morning!” while most of her classmates replied with a grunt.


She is a girl who in sixth grade was awarded the coveted school “Spirit Award,” in part because of her unflagging support and encouragement of those around her and her positive outlook on life. I tend toward pessimistic, and it is her spirit that moves and inspires me most.


One evening Chloe, my brother Kris, her honorary Aunt Bee and I went to my mother’s for dinner. My mom lives in a spotless pastel house of pale peaches and delicate mauves, immaculate ivory carpets. A challenge for a child.


Chloe, then eleven, came bounding into the living room clutching a huge glass of cranberry juice. Before we could suggest the white grape juice alternative, she plopped onto the sofa, accidentally tipping the full glass of red liquid onto the brand-new peach silk upholstery. For a second, we all froze. My mother had not yet come into the room, and although her love for Chloe is boundless, this might have pushed the envelope.


Then, as one, we sprang into action. Soda water, damp sponge, paper towels. Frantic mopping and blotting. Futile blowing. The sound of approaching footsteps. And Chloe adroitly flipped the large cushion over, sinking quickly into it, and announced, grinning, to no one in particular, the words, “Life is good!”
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Jeff Bezos


Founder and CEO of Amazon.com


As a kid, I spent my summers with my grandparents on their ranch in Cotulla, Texas. I helped fix windmills, vaccinate cattle and did other ranch chores. It was hard work but a welcome change from my Houston life of school and playing Star Trek with my friends. I loved it.


One of the best, and strangest, parts of spending summers with my grandparents was caravanning with the Wally Byam Caravan Club, a group of Airstream trailer owners who took road trips together around the United States and Canada. My grandparents were members and owned a thirty-one-foot Airstream that they towed behind their 1973 Oldsmobile. Every few summers, we would join the caravan—a line of some three hundred Airstream trailers, and it was during one of these trips that my grandfather said to me the right words at the right time.


I wasn’t very old, maybe ten or eleven, but I was forming my opinions about the world, and, of course, I thought I knew much more about things than I actually did.


I was then, as I am now, a big reader and a fiend for numbers. Anyone who has been on a long road trip knows that no matter how many books you bring, no matter how sparkling the conversation or beautiful the scenery, you still have too much time to think. So I spent a good deal of my extra time calculating. I calculated gas mileage. I figured out the average per-item price of groceries bought over the course of the trip. And at some point, I saw an antismoking ad on TV. The announcer declared that every time a smoker took a puff of a cigarette, he was shortening his life span by two minutes. My grandmother was a smoker. I hated it, and not just because I knew that it was bad for her. My guess is that any kid who rides for thousands of miles sitting in the smoke-filled backseat of a 1973 Oldsmobile grows to hate smoking. So on one particularly long driving day, I decided to do the math.


I don’t remember exactly what the number was—two minutes per puff, twenty puffs per cigarette, twenty cigarettes per pack, one pack a day for thirty years. About sixteen years? When I was satisfied that I had come up with a reasonably accurate number, I poked my head between the two front seats and tapped my grandmother on the shoulder. “You’ve taken sixteen years off of your life from smoking,” I said, explaining the math, and with none of the solemnity the disclosure warranted. She burst into tears.


It was not the “You’re very clever—that’s good math” reaction that I was expecting. But there’s nothing like unintentionally stepping on a landmine to make you keenly aware of your effect on those around you. I felt terrible. I sat quietly in the backseat unsure of what to do.


My grandmother cried, and my grandfather, who had been driving in silence, carefully pulled to the side of the road. He got out of the car and asked me to follow. Was I in trouble? How much trouble was I in? My grandfather had never said a harsh word to me, but this incident was unprecedented. I had no way to gauge how severe the consequences would be.


We walked a few paces back and stood between the trunk of the car and the front of the silver trailer. I watched the parade of Airstream trailers drive by and waited for the rebuke I knew was coming. After a minute, my grandfather looked at me, put his hand on my shoulder and said: “You’ll learn one day that it’s much harder to be kind than clever.”


With both his words and the gentle way in which he delivered them, my grandfather taught me an essential lesson. I had always admired him for his intelligence, but that day I began to understand that his intelligence was only a gift that he had been given. It was the kindness with which he chose to apply it that he could be proud of. It’s something I’ve been working on ever since.
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David Boies


Attorney


When I graduated from high school, I had no intention of going to college. As a teenager growing up in Southern California in the 1950s, high school had been a time for racing cars, playing cards, surfing, and partying with my girlfriend, Caryl. Standing five feet two with blond hair and blue eyes, Caryl had the looks of a cheerleader (which she wasn’t) and the mind of a champion debater (which she was). She always seemed to be laughing and either ready for a good time or already having one.


Even after Caryl and I were married and I took a job on a construction crew, I expected the party to continue, and for a while it did. When I was laid off of my construction job, I got a job as a bookkeeper in a bank. I didn’t particularly like working at the bank, but it was a steady job—indoors, no heavy lifting—and compared to being on a construction crew, it seemed an easy paycheck.


I supplemented my income by playing cards—professional bridge, mostly, and sometimes poker. I enjoyed cards, and the money wasn’t bad either—I could make fifty dollars a night, or even $150 if I got lucky. (Oddly, years later I realized playing cards is similar to law: Litigation is like bridge; negotiations and settlements are like poker.) I never bet the rent money. I sometimes bet the food money, but when I lost we could always go to our parents’ house for a meal.


As I continued to breeze through life, Caryl was right with me at every step, whether it was crossing the border into Mexico to go gambling or bodysurfing in the Pacific Ocean at midnight on the way back.


One day we discovered that Caryl was pregnant, and before long she grew more serious about our future. That’s when she started talking to me about going to college. Until then, my wife had been a total participant in our carefree lifestyle, living for the moment and not worrying about tomorrow. Now, she was serious, with an eye on our future. Initially, I wasn’t much interested in the idea of going to college. Life was treating me well, the money was coming in regularly and, frankly, I never really enjoyed high school that much, even though I had been a fair student. My main classroom interests had been history (which I had learned to love from my father, who taught it at a nearby high school) and debate (which I liked in part because Caryl was my debate partner).


Yet I also knew that with a family, things would inevitably be different. Caryl was gently relentless on the subject of my returning to school; she wasn’t insistent, but she was persistent in raising the topic.


Our son David was born in March, and one Saturday night a few months later, we were all out by the pool in our garden apartment complex enjoying the evening. The sun was beginning to set, the baby was in his playpen, and Caryl and I were drinking champagne.


Jokingly, I turned to Caryl and said, “Hey, isn’t it about time for you to start mentioning college?” After all, we had been going back and forth on the subject for almost eight months, and I was genuinely surprised she wasn’t starting in on me again.


Caryl got very serious, very quickly.


“No,” she said, “I’m not going to talk to you about this anymore.”


“You’re not?” I said, still smiling.


“No,” said Caryl, pointedly glancing toward our son. “You just make whatever decision you would want David to make if he were in your position.”


Caryl’s remark brought me up short. Looking back, I don’t recall responding to her immediately, but I do remember that in the silence that followed, my champagne buzz evaporated. In one moment, this protracted conversation that we had been having about college—a dialogue that had touched on such important issues as responsibility and maturity and making sacrifices—was suddenly back on me and me alone. In my heart I knew she was right about college, and I suspected that she knew that I knew she was right.


The next morning I sent in my application to the University of Redlands. By September I was enrolled there, and six years later, I was practicing law. (Later, Caryl took her own advice, went back to school, and became a lawyer herself.)


Although I didn’t know it at the time, Caryl’s words that spring evening in 1960 were about much more than my going to college. By advising me to make whatever decision I would expect from my son—a child for whom we wanted only the best things—Caryl introduced me to a new way of thinking about my life—our life. Deciding to attend college, I soon learned, would be the first in a long line of tough decisions in which I would need to decide to do, not necessarily the easier or most enjoyable or even the most lucrative thing, but the right thing. I did not always make the right decision; too often I have chosen easy over hard and self-indulgent over right. However, Caryl’s words have helped me make the right decision more often.


During my first year of law school, I worked as a night clerk in a motel from midnight till eight in the morning, after which I would head directly to classes. After school, in the few hours I had to myself before catching a little sleep and going back to work, it was hard to study. All I really wanted was to relax. That’s when I would remember Caryl telling me to do what I would want my son to do.


Over the next forty years, I took on a number of projects— civil rights cases and other difficult cases—that were, at the time, unpopular with many of my clients and some of my partners, and that had little prospect of any significant financial payoff. In such situations I tried to decide what to do based not on what was practical, but on what was right. The same was true in 1998 when I was asked to represent the United States Department of Justice in suing Microsoft, and in 2000 when I was asked to represent Vice President Al Gore in the Florida electoral controversy. There were many reasons not to take these cases: I had just started my own firm; I hadn’t been spending enough time with my family; and because of the political climate, not to mention the powerful people I was going up against, I knew I would be the target of considerable criticism. In the end though, it was impossible to say no. It was a great opportunity and it was the right thing to do.


Although Caryl and I did not stay married, we stayed best friends, and I have always been grateful to her for the right words at the right time.


David is now forty-two. He’s a lawyer with a wife and four children. Am I proud of him? Enormously. Did I set an example for him, making the kinds of decisions I hoped he would one day make for himself? Maybe, from time to time, I did.


Then again, as any good poker player knows, maybe I just got lucky.
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Tom Brokaw


News Anchor


By all accounts, I was something of a whiz kid in high school. I was a jock, got good grades, was president of the class and governor of South Dakota Boys State. As a result, there were big expectations of me as I entered college.


But in 1960, while attending the University of South Dakota, I took a steep dive off the platform of respectability, virtually ignoring my studies in pursuit of what I then believed to be the good life: drinking every night, chasing girls. I was a total screwoff. When it came to exams, I managed to pull myself together just enough to get by. I truly thought I was fooling everybody.


This precipitous slide into chaos had actually begun a year earlier while I was enrolled at the University of Iowa as a freshman. Intending to take the campus by storm, I ended up all but flaming out, not exactly flunking my courses, but not doing very well either. So I transferred to South Dakota believing I could get my act together. Instead, I continued my skid. Every morning, it seemed, I woke with a hangover, having not written some paper, wondering to myself, “Oh, my God—how am I going to work my way out of this?” I could never quite get on top of things.


It was at South Dakota that I met Bill Farber, a wonderful Mr. Chips kind of character who was the chair of the political science department. An astonishing and affable guy, Bill had been mentor to a succession of eventual Rhodes scholars. Governors and senators and people of enormous achievement had gone through his department. They came to be known as Farber’s Boys.


Because I had already established political science as my major, Bill kept his eye on me.


One night in the spring of my sophomore year, Bill invited me to his home for dinner. This wasn’t an unusual thing; he often asked students to drop by to discuss their coursework and politics. I figured that’s what was in store for me.


“I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately,” he said, after we finished dinner.


“Oh, really?” I said, somewhat self-satisfied.


“Yes,” he said, “I’ve been thinking about what you’re going to do with your life. And I believe I have an idea.”


“What would that be?” I asked eagerly.


“I think you should drop out.”


I was floored. Bill’s words were harsh, but he said them so cheerfully, it seemed like he was just relating what the world already knew. How could he want me to leave school? I didn’t respond. What was there to say, after all? I immediately felt as if I had been caught, called on my slapdash behavior.


Before I could respond, Bill continued. “That’s right, I think you should go get all the wine, women and song out of your system, and then come back when you can do some good—for the university, for your parents and for yourself. But until then,” he concluded, “I don’t want to see you.” The whiz kid was being summarily dismissed.


If this bombshell wasn’t enough, I received a devastating letter from a woman I’d been dating. Her name was Meredith, and, like Bill,


she had a few choice words for me. “Look, don’t bother to come around anymore,” her letter began. “Why would you think I would waste my time with someone who is as unfocused as you are?”


Needless to say, Bill’s comments and Meredith’s letter were twin hammer-blows, and before I knew it, I left college and landed a succession of menial jobs in radio and television. I figured I could always fall back on those fields, never thinking I would end up doing broadcast journalism full-time. I learned some basics, but more important, I discovered that surviving in the real world was more difficult than I had imagined. Having always achieved at the highest levels in anything I had undertaken, I had believed I could do anything I wanted—on my own terms. Now I was learning how wrong I had been.
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