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			Advance Praise for 
Finding Happy

			“Peter Samuelson is one of those rare living angels who rove the earth, who never forget to treat every human being with respect, who always try to help make others better beings and better off, and daily, constantly innovating to fight suffering. Peter’s profession is as a film producer, but he is also a formidable social entrepreneur. He created the Starlight Foundation to grant special wishes to terminally ill children, and the Starbright Foundation to use entertainment and technology to advance the needs of terminally ill children. Among his other innovations, most recently he conceived EDAR (‘Everyone Deserves a Roof’) which is a mobile mini-bed/home for the homeless. At night it turns into a bed, and during the day it allows them to keep and transport their possessions.”

			—Daniel Lubetzky, founder, OneVoice, Kind Bars

			“A remarkable story! Lessons to be learned by both young and old that should be required reading for Americans ages fourteen to twenty-two as a practical and workable philosophy for life. ‘A chapter a day makes fear and ignorance go away!’”

			—Judge Charles Gill, Connecticut Superior Court, 
leading advocate for children’s rights

			“Most self-help books merely tell readers how to achieve their goals. But in Finding Happy, Peter Samuelson illustrates how to go about weathering the challenges of that quest by recounting the circuitous paths he personally took. This inspiring book is a must for everyone about to embark on that journey.”

			—Alan Zweibel, original SNL writer, playwright, screenwriter, 
Thurber Prize–winning author of The Other Shulman

			“Peter Samuelson made some great films, but that isn’t nearly as important as the five innovative and effective charities he invented. They serve seriously ill children, teenage patients cut off from friends and family, foster kids, the homeless, and college students who need narrative film-making skills to create good in the world. He is the rare leader not in pursuit of money, but saving young lives.”

			—Morton H. Meyerson, computer services pioneer 
at Electronic Data Systems, Perot Systems, and General Motors

			“Peter has fulfilled his purpose for being on this earth by dedicating his life to improving outcomes for seriously ill children and bringing smiles to their faces. Full of wisdom, life learnings, and moments of pure joy, this book will bring tears to your eyes and a smile to your face as you accompany him through his story, learn how you can make the world a better place, and develop your own purpose.”

			—Dawn Wilcox, vice president, Children’s Hospital Los Angeles, 
board member, Starlight Children’s Foundation

			“A master storyteller, Peter Samuelson engages our sense of wonder and awe while finding humor in life’s journey. His is a world of limitless potential and jaw-dropping adventures, where anything is possible—it’s a magic carpet ride behind the scenes of the entertainment industry through the eyes of a young, British-American David coming of age in an entrenched world of Goliaths. Peter’s optimism, hard work, and ingenuity often delivers what seems impossible. Intended as mentorship for young adults, this is a truly fun and inspirational read for everyone. It touched the part of me that longs for adventure and success. It gives us all practical tools to manifest something wonderful waiting just around the corner!”

			—Sheryl Stamps Leach, creator of Barney the Purple Dinosaur, 
philanthropist

			“Peter’s journey should be an inspiration to anyone seeking to help make the world a better place for others.”

			—John Rosenberg, chairman, Starlight Children’s Foundation USA

			“Peter Samuelson has worked tirelessly over forty years to make the world a better place for youngsters, whether seriously ill or abused and neglected. Peter masterfully weaves together stories from his life as a filmmaker and philanthropist to share the blueprint of how to create a meaningful life that is full of purpose. While written as a guidebook for young adults without a mentor, it is a fantastic read for anyone. Peter’s stories are entertaining and, at times, poignant. Peter has helped millions of children have a brighter future through his work with the Starlight Children’s Foundation and First Star charities. This book has the potential of helping millions more find the path to success and happiness.”

			—Dr. Brandon Lane Phillips, Starlight Wish Child, later board member, 
and now MD in pediatric cardiology

			“Peter is suggesting clues to finding meaning in all our lives through his extensive work with foster youth, continually trying to give them practical hope. Along the way,  he curates wisdom from his own ‘hero’s journey’ into this heartening collection.”

			—Mark Goulston, MD, author of Just Listen: Discover the Secret 
to Getting Through to Absolutely Anyone

			“Peter Samuelson weaves essential life lessons throughout this series of hair-raising stories from his remarkable life as a movie maker, entrepreneur, and inspired philanthropist. In these endeavors, he perseveres against incredible, often hilarious, odds and emerges from every trial and tribulation more determined than before and asking, what next? It is a fun, funny, thought-provoking, meaningful, and moving read that will inspire readers toward greater good for themselves and the world (to Samuelson’s point, they are the same thing!). Upon finishing the book, one cannot help but ask: What more can I be doing to reach my goals and to make a contribution? What am I afraid of? Samuelson has a wonderful way of convincing the reader that if he can do it, so can they. His guidance through example is a potential life-changer for young people. Luckily, it is also a fantastically entertaining read!”

			—Shari Goldstein, PhD, clinical psychologist

			“My exposure to Peter is multi-dimensional, in person and now through his wonderful book. If you are not fortunate enough to know him firsthand, the book captures his extraordinarily giving essence. You will be a better person for the experience of reading it. Peter’s book is an amazing primer!”

			—Fred Klein, founder of Gotham City Networking, counsel to Tarter, Krinsky 
& Drogin LLP, a New York multi-dimensional law firm
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			For every young person who shared 
their secrets and dreams with me, 
and those who asked for help. 
I see you.

			For Saryl

			Thank you for making my life a pleasure 
and a privilege.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			There will never be anything in your life as fulfilling as making a difference in somebody else’s. Everybody here wants to see you take your integrity, your curiosity, your creativity, your guts, and this newfound education of yours and use it to make a difference. Everybody always thinks you got to go do something big and grand. I’ll tell you where you start. You start by being good to at least one other person, every single day. Just start there. That’s how you begin to change the world.

			—Oprah Winfrey, Tennessee State University, 2023

			Man is eminently a storyteller. His search for a purpose, a cause, an ideal, a mission and the like is largely a search for a plot and a pattern in the development of his life story—a story that is basically without meaning or pattern.

			—Eric Hoffer

			It’s like everyone tells a story about themselves inside their own head. Always. All the time. That story makes you what you are. We build ourselves out of that story.

			—Patrick Rothfuss, The Name of the Wind

			[image: ]

			With First Star students on the roof of the Capitol Records Building in Hollywood.

			Where is that elusive key to the Meaning of Life? It’s not under the mat. All of us spend our whole life dealing with our inner child, who, like it or not, is still a work in progress. You are not alone. I can’t see you, but I feel you.

			I’m the kid who was first in his family to college, on a Cambridge academic scholarship. The immigrant who came to America alone. The career producer of twenty-seven films, who started decades ago making coffee for the crew. The founder and entrepreneur of five major charities that have raised well over $1 billion for those less fortunate, in four countries over forty years.

			A really happy guy who can explain how he got here.

			The career producer who got the star who refused to work to get back out of his trailer. A storyteller with a good memory for mad events and crazy people. The man who hid machine guns under his bed in Marrakech.

			The guy who nearly died rescuing a kitten.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Why This Book? You and These Times

			I realize that I know some stuff. Perhaps a lot of stuff. I’ve got many things wrong, many things right, and I’ve learned from all of them. It seems to me that one of the challenges of being a young adult is that you simply don’t know as many helpful life skills until you grow older. But sometimes by then, it’s too late to use those skills. So the intergenerational hand-me-down ought to be that those who have lived more life should share whatever they have picked up along the way with the younger people they care about, so that they don’t have to make the same mistakes.

			This applies for sure to every young adult, but especially those with no parents, or with dysfunctional parents carrying so much abuse of their own. Or mentally ill, or drug-addicted parents, unavailable or ill-equipped, whose advice may be wrong or at least unhelpful. Nobody is a lost cause; but what if you need help immediately, or a second opinion? What about teenagers who have been removed from their parents and placed in foster homes with strangers? If you have perfect mentoring in your life, then you may not need this book. Or it might be icing on the cake. You can live a long and happy life by taking onboard helpful experiences and lessons from your parents, grandparents, uncles, aunts, teachers, professors, coaches—from those with insights and wisdom in the art and the science of life. If you have them, do ask!

			The most viral video I have ever produced happened on a whim. There is an extraordinary British polymath, raconteur, actor, writer, philosopher, and all-around high-IQ genius named Stephen Fry. I got to know him well when we made the film Wilde together, where he starred as Oscar Wilde, opposite Jude Law and Vanessa Redgrave. Several years ago, when Stephen was living in a rented house above Hollywood, we had lunch, and I asked if I could interview him on video. He said yes. My daughter Pamela set up a camera on a tripod, and I proceeded to ask him only one question: “What do you know now, Stephen, that you wish you knew when you were eighteen?” Then I just sat back and Stephen talked for thirty minutes. I then broke down his very smart and often funny replies into six five-minute videos. I put them up on the internet and forgot about them, only to realize much later that millions of people had watched them, downloaded them, learned from them, and made them part of their knowledge base. And I even got fan mail! https://vimeo.com/11414505

			This book is my attempt to share the benefit of some rather extraordinary experiences in show business and in life. I am not as smart as Stephen Fry, but I’ve definitely had some huge adventures, and I’m foolhardy enough to share the ones where I completely screwed up, as well as those where I occasionally had a victory to enjoy. I would love to hear from you: peter@mentorproject.org. If there are dozens, I’ll answer each one. If hundreds, I’ll read every one. If thousands, I promise to do my best.

			These Times

			Feng Menglong wrote in 1627, “Better to be a dog in times of tranquility than a human in times of chaos,” and there is also the old curse, “May you live in interesting times.” You, dear reader, will have noticed and reacted to recent changes for the worse in the world around you. Let us call these external circumstances Macro: You had to cope with the disruptions of COVID. You see climate change destroying the predictability of weather systems and creating more storms and extreme temperatures. You see autocracy, the top-down form of authoritarian government, trying to push back on personal freedoms, and the truth of science and the scientific process under attack. You hear those in power talking about expelling people who have lived here for years and sometimes decades. You are probably worried about the effect on you of all these things. When you read your online news, you see wars where young people are sent off to kill each other on behalf of their countries. When you apply critical thinking to what is going on, you may well be upset, frightened, and wondering what it means for your future.

			There are many aspects of the Macro for all of us that are potentially bad, but the first thing to realize is that these Macro outcomes are far from being certain to affect your life. For example, things said in the heat of battle during an election period, the fighting words, very often do not come to pass. It is much more difficult to implement massive and threatening changes than it is to yell them as a politician trying to get elected. Politicians try to give out easy solutions, and targets for their loathing and hatred, because blaming a group feels more comfortable than being scared or confused. But for those scorned and criticized, these frightening concepts suggest an uncertain future. Remember that these people’s bark is frequently worse than their bite. Cruelty, discrimination, and othering are going on, but your personal future is far from bleak, even amid these Macro disturbances. The dread and fear you may feel while half asleep as you begin your day or end it in bed do not seem so disturbing awake, walking around and going about your business.

			Reinhold Niebuhr wrote a really smart prayer: “Give me grace to accept with serenity the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” I sincerely hope you do your level best to improve the world around you. That instinct should certainly be a core part of your life and happiness. The purpose of this book is to help you chart your path to finding happiness, fulfillment, tranquility, and success for yourself and those of your friends and family who travel through life with you.

			Our system of government has many checks and balances. The executive branch has to persuade Congress to go along with anything that requires a budget. The president and Congress can face opposition in our court system, which has shown itself in this decade to often win verdicts against those government actions opposed to the best interests of our country. That is one large reason why we have a judiciary!

			If you work really hard to read the press outside the rabbit hole of your social media, you will see that there is a vibrant, brave effort to push back on untruths by applying research and the megaphone of publication. It is important that you don’t just read the work of journalists with whom you already agree. Read those from the other side of the fence as well, then take your own view. Talk to your friends, talk to your mentors, and do not let anyone tell you what is right. Carefully form your own opinion.

			You need mentors. We all do! A mentor is someone with more life experience than you who helps you find your best personal path. The other function of a mentor is to share their views with you, the views of someone you respect, so that you can bear them in mind, informing your own opinion. If you do not have a mentor, this book aims to help you find one.

			When the world around looks bleak, go Micro. You have a limited ability, but some for sure, to influence the Macro world, but you are the author of the rest of your life, of your Micro path, and that is where this book will help you focus. Think about threatened changes in your Macro environment in terms of how they may affect you. You can use the techniques in this book to run an analysis of the likelihood of changes affecting your personal life and the lives of those you care about. You can think about steps you can take to prepare for the worst, while yet keeping an optimistic view of what may well turn out to have no effect at all on you.

			Remember that our country and our world have faced much worse and yet survived! Life as we value it carries on through great adversity, and so does our democracy. We must engage and be part of the town square of opinion, while pushing back on aspects that are wrong, inhumane, cruel, opposed to scientific process, and untruthful. But please live your life as a cup half full rather than half empty! This will not only feel better, but is most productive as you chart your path to do well by doing good.

			You may have grown up with more than your share of hard knocks in your younger life. From that come many things, some positive and some negative. One large positive is that you have had to be resilient to reach this point. That same resilience will allow you to plan ahead, to play the chess game of life many moves in advance, and to make the best of all your circumstances. Dare to dream, take both the baby steps and those that lead to your best long-term destination. Study, learn, volunteer, be a good friend, stand up to bullies, exert kindness, earn your academic qualifications, build your life and career. Build your family, and pass on your best thoughts to the next generation. My goal, as your author, mentor, and friend, is to help you make something splendid of your future, and through that to achieve real happiness.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			How to Read This Book: 
Takeaways and Reflection Questions

			You don’t need to start on page one and read the whole book. Use the Table of Contents and read what you find helpful or interesting. This book is not homework. You can dip into it by keeping it on the table next to your bed. Or next to your toilet.

			We all have challenges that are our priorities. I’ve tried to shine light by using as examples the relevant snippets of my history that I found scary, hilarious, frustrating, or just plain confusing. At the end of each chapter, I have suggested “Chapter Takeaways and Reflection Questions for You”—some possible directions to think into, where you can seek to apply anything you learned from the chapter. If you happen to write down your thoughts, I’d love to read them: your response, your action plan. Go for it! It’s always easier to understand things when you write them down.

			I am sometimes asked, during the Q&A after I lecture, how best to establish a personal path. What are the first steps? I tell my students that you won’t know what direction to walk unless you first look on the horizon for a destination. There is great merit in reverse engineering individual solutions to individual problems. First, think about the goals and purposes of the arc of your whole life. I hope you will live a fulfilled, happy, satisfied, worthwhile, and contributing hundred years, during which you are part of the life force, united with other intelligent souls around you, who love you and show you their unconditional love, just as you show it to them. To get there, first decide on your goal or goals. Make a list! It is fine to change your mind later.

			Who do you want to be in five years, in fifteen, in twenty-five?

			When I periodically have felt overwhelmed, I have found it helpful to break down the challenges into bite-sized chunks. I use a piece of paper and a pen. I create a thing called a spider graph. It is based on a radar graph, which is usually a way to chart statistics “in the round,” like a radar scan. I use it to get my head around challenges: Whom do I need to deal with to solve them? How does the big challenge break down into less scary steps? I cartoon my face in the middle, and then I draw a first line that radiates out in any direction to something that bothers me, a challenge. I then shoot out two or more lines from that challenge to its parts. I move around the paper with lines arcing out from the face in the middle, like a family tree of challenges in the round…until I have in front of me a map of everything going on that needs sorting out. That needs a plan. Immediately, it is much less scary.

			I stare at it. I let the ideas, concepts, and challenges run around my head several times, in the few minutes before I fall asleep and after I wake up. In that time, our subconscious is more to the front of our thinking. It is possible to free-associate and come up with solutions that were always there, but our conscious self couldn’t see. As I come up with a plan of attack for each of the spokes on my wheel in its outer area, I add the bullet points of those steps; and finally, outside the whole circular wheel, I write down the short-term, medium-term, and long-term goal for each spoke.

			If you do this, you may well find, like me, that it is incredibly helpful to see your life laid out before you on a piece of paper. Sometimes, you can see the ground easier when you go up to thirty-five thousand feet, rather than being down there among the weeds, where you can only see what is closest to your face. Try it. Does it work for you?

			Date it. And do keep it safe. It is amazing to look at an old one and realize how well you did in addressing most of the challenges, and how others just fell away, all by themselves. As I look back on plans I drew decades ago, I see that some were spot on, others dead wrong. But the spider graph was helpful even if my initial path turned out to be wrong. The fact that I had a plan made me move forward one step at a time. Taking action in a thoughtful way was the key. When the plan didn’t work, by moving forward one step at a time, something better developed. Having the plan in front of me was important…. I did not just blow around in the wind.

			[image: ]

			Chapter headings in this book frame the questions addressed by the chapter that follows: the Who, What, When, Why, and How of what we look into. Being organized is one of our greatest gifts to ourselves, and an important key to a less stressful, more productive life. Stressed students do their homework on the bus on the way to hand it in. Calm students did it several days ago.

			It is not relevant that looking at a spider graph helps me to lay out problems and solutions. What counts is the best way for your brain to see the path forward. Ask yourself what method works best for you—let’s say in a class, or in learning from a book? Do you find yourself copying the whiteboard into your notebook or computer? Or does it help you to say it out loud in private, pretending you are teaching it yourself? Or do you learn best from discussing it with a trusted person, with a friend perhaps? Does it help you understand if you write out bullet points, or a whole script on the issues? What if you pretend you are a famous influencer and are laying out the subject on TikTok or Instagram? Not everyone can be well organized, but we can all improve. And I’ve seen the spider graph work often and well for those who often hide behind complaining, “I just can’t get organized.” You can and you will. Try it!

			I don’t know if we each have one life, or if we have many. If we come back, I’m unsure whether it will be as an insect, a plant, an animal, or a human being. So, I suggest it is prudent to make the most of the life we each definitely have right now. This one. You are the author of your life story…and you should write it to maximize your happiness and make the most of it!

			I’ve discovered that the solution to happiness is not money, although having some is certainly helpful. Happiness instead has a great deal to do with three things: creating what matters, helping other people, and being smart about using this glorious life. Happiness lies in creating as much good for ourselves and others as we possibly can. It is the best recipe for the cake of a life. And you can’t just ignore an ingredient because you don’t have it in the fridge. And if you don’t have the missing ingredient, ask yourself how and where to go and get it.

			It is a strange thing that what we care about when we’re young is not necessarily what we look back and feel was most important when we are older. So, in sharing some things that have happened to me, both good and bad, I’m trying to answer the question I posed to Stephen Fry: “What do you know now that you wish you knew when you were eighteen?”
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			Peter with an EDAR, the single-user homeless shelter on wheels.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Why Tell Your Story with Empathy: 
The Girl Who Froze

			In First Star, the charity I founded, we operate eighteen Academies in partnership with big universities across the United States and the United Kingdom. We house, educate, and encourage high-school-aged foster youth in grades nine through twelve at the universities, with the goal of encouraging as many of them as possible onwards to a university education when they graduate from our Academies.

			So it was that I found myself at UCLA, where we have a terrific partnership and run a vibrant Academy. I sat in the Northwest Campus Auditorium, in the audience with perhaps two hundred other adults. We watched the First Star student talent show unfold. One by one, our Scholars came down onto the stage and sang, danced, or performed their spoken-word poem. A wondrous opportunity for self-expression.

			It was all going well until a tenth grader I’ll call Catalina came down onto the stage to sing her song. Up came the playback music. But Catalina stood there, frozen like a deer in the headlights, unable to get the first note out of her mouth. And now, even worse, the music had left her behind. We were all horrified. She was clearly embarrassed. I could feel the director of the Academy getting ready to go down onto the stage to usher her off. I thought to myself, what we have accidentally done here is incredibly bad. Her self-esteem was already burdened with PTSD from abuse and neglect. We were making progress in taking a shy young lady and giving her back her voice, her agency. And now we had inadvertently crushed her. We had made things much worse.

			And then an amazing, shocking, magnificent thing came to pass. A young man in her cohort of thirty students, the size of a linebacker, came down onto the stage and planted himself with his back to the audience, completely blocking our view of Catalina. There was some whispering that we couldn’t make out. And suddenly there were two other students, girls from her cohort, also in the whispering session; and then there were eight and then fifteen and then twenty, and then the entire cohort of thirty students were in a scrum on the stage. Completely hiding Catalina.

			We held our breath. A hand on the outside of the scrum, palm up, made an upwards gesture, to say, “Start the music.” As the music began again, out of the middle of this little group of fifteen-year-old foster kids came Catalina’s voice, at first faint and hesitant, but with growing strength as the song went on. By the end of it, she sounded like Beyoncé on a good day. The audience went nuts. We stood up, we applauded, and there were a lot of tears. On the stage, when Catalina finished, the students came down with their arms around each other. It was epic.

			I was so moved that I had to go for a little walk. I thought to myself, We didn’t do this. It’s magnificent because the kids did it themselves. They have made a family, and family is unconditional love.

			On that stage, something wonderful took place. Our First Star program created the environment for these young adults to each find family, community, and encouragement, to give Catalina back her voice, and to pick her back up when she fell. Her peers exerted the power of family, and in that, the greatest value of our First Star program; I was proud and I was emotional. The real deal. I hope you feel it too.
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			Recent offers to First Star graduates from twelfth grade.

			Chapter Takeaways and Reflection Questions for You

			•Everyone needs unconditional love to thrive. If someone loves us, we can soar.

			•Who loves you unconditionally? Whom do you love unconditionally?

			•If the answer to either is “nobody,” think about a goal to correct that vacuum. How might it be possible? Use a spider graph to break it down into parts.

			•After you make your spider graph, date it. Ponder it, keep it somewhere safe. Try the bathroom mirror or inside your phone case.

			•The core evil of child abuse and neglect is that they kill the love every child needs. That we all need.

			•Family and love are where you find them. You don’t have to be born there.

			•We all need someone to love, someone who loves us, and we need to laugh.

			•Receiving and giving one random act of kindness every day is incredibly helpful.

			•When we tell a story, like the story of Catalina, we can move the hearts of our audience. We can bond with them and create empathy, find our common humanity. And in that space, we can accomplish great things. Emotional understanding makes change.

			•Apply this to yourself, now. What are your thoughts? Write them down.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			What Is the Meaning of Life? Part One

			I apologize in advance for the possibility you will find this maudlin or overblown. But isn’t one of the defining features of an alert life to look back, to look forward, and to ask, “What is this all for?” I have, and I continue to do so.

			In our First Star Academies on university campuses for high-school-aged foster youth across the US and the UK, I designed a two-class empathy curriculum. Other than film-making, it is the only class I feel qualified to teach. “Random Acts of Kindness and Pay It Forwards” is for our Scholars, foster kids aged fourteen to eighteen—youth and young adults to whom life has dealt a raw deal. This course encourages emotion often, and deeply. I tell our Scholars—street-hardened though most are, through abuse and neglect—that it is OK for men to cry, and that from time to time they should allow life to give them the excuse. I teach them that giving is the highest and noblest instinct of a human being—that it lifts us up, and that beyond anything else, it makes the world revolve every day. It is counter-intuitive to the Scholars at first, that they should consider being generous, when they themselves are so deprived. But by the end it creates magic in their hearts, and they love it. See what you think.
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			I start by asking the class why, if Darwin was right, and if the world is a ruthless jungle where only the fittest survive, would anyone ever be kind? Why ever would a person passing a homeless man or woman sleeping on the sidewalk quietly slip a five-dollar bill under their arm? Why do we feel moved to help those less fortunate, often anonymously and with zero personal benefit? We go on to define and discuss the Golden Rule, the sense of equity, of balance, of social and personal justice, that exists in the scriptures of every single religion of the 170 in the world. And we ask, “But is it only religious?” and we parse the Second Law of Thermodynamics, which tells us that in any closed system—whether it is an engine, a garden, a family, a city, or a planet—if energy is not applied, entropy drives the system, over time, to random chaos: the engine seizes up if you don’t oil it, the garden grows full of weeds, the family implodes, the city is overrun with crime, and life on the planet dies out.

			Generosity, I discover, is not initially intuitive for every fourteen-year-old foster youth. If any human is raped, beaten, starved, and ignored, their thoughts understandably do not automatically go to “How can I help others around me?” But the instinct is invariably still there, and in the second class, we go from theory to practice, as the students compete to help others. It gets to the point where nobody can do anything for themselves…. It becomes a funny, happy, shared, humane experience in communal self-support. These young adults are my heroes.

			We tell each student that one of our donors, my friend Mort in Texas, has anonymously put up some money, and thus each of them now has the ability to give away $200. There are rules: you can’t give it to yourself; A cannot give it to B and then B gives it back to A. That would be cheating. It is supervised, tight, and the ethics are clear. We start with a written proposal by each student. Many are remarkable explorations of what really matters in a life. Jimmy wrote, “I am adding ten dollars of my own, because that makes $210. It takes $70 at the humane shelter to stop them killing a stray dog. So I can save three dogs. Because the last time I was there, I looked into the eyes of a puppy that had been badly beaten and I saw my own eyes, because I was badly beaten too.”

			And our stubborn, wonderful Karl wrote, “I’m giving $200 to this Academy, because after I was expelled, I was given a second chance and let back in, and nobody ever gave me a second chance before that.” And we said no, that Karl had personal benefit from his proposal. It did not meet the rules. And so he rewrote it and said, “The rules will not allow me to give the $200 to the UCLA First Star Academy. So I am giving it to the First Star Rowan University Academy.” And we sent the check to New Jersey, and the sixty students there each wrote Karl a thank-you note. And by the way, Karl became our male class president, and his ambition after earning his bachelor’s degree was to become an officer in the Marines, and teach Kinesiology and Athletic Conditioning. Karl’s mom has been in a coma since she gave birth to him seventeen years ago. That is why he went into foster care.

			We had a Christmas party on Westwood Boulevard in a swanky, donated restaurant. Afterwards, our fifty teenage Scholars, their Youth Coaches, and the rest of us stood on the sidewalk and waited for the vans (we always seem to wait for the vans) to return the students to their placements. The head waiter came out and asked me, “What do you want us to do with all the cupcakes left over?” And I said, “Put them in boxes and give them to the kids to take home.” And he did.

			Five minutes later, out of the corner of my eye, I saw Sam, one of our most troubled students, walking away from the group. I was getting ready to act: Was he running away? But all on his own, he walked up to a homeless woman, prone and fast asleep a hundred yards away on the sidewalk. He put his muffin box under her arm without waking her up. He walked back to our group, and never said a word to anyone. I was so overcome by emotion that I had to take another little walk of my own.

			And that, my dears, is the closest I can get to telling you The Meaning of Life. And if not every life, then for sure mine. You raise your kids, by a miracle they turn out fine despite all your mistakes, you love your wife and friends, you do random acts of kindness, and then you die. That’s the best deal we can get, and it’s pretty wonderful.

			There! Now you know the secret too. Pass it on!

			[image: ]

			Family is where you find it!

			Chapter Takeaways and Reflection Questions for You

			•Do you agree or disagree on the Meaning of Life? Why?

			•What is the meaning of your life? (Clue: Fine to be still seeking it.)

			•Do you make a place and a time in your life to think about really big issues like these?

			•Have you tried generosity and kindness, to do good, and to feel good about yourself and your place in the Universe?

			•Is there someone, or some people, in your life so far with whom you feel a real bond? Some magic?

			•What have you done together?

			•Do you volunteer?

			•What is God, and how do you touch Their face?

			•If you want to achieve much of anything, you have to first tell your story, to create empathy so that people want to help you. That is what I just tried to do for you. Did you feel it?

			•How will you tell your own story, concisely, compellingly, movingly, with your goal in mind?

			•Practice, practice, practice. I’ll help!

			
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			What I Learned from My Dad

			My father died in December 2022, exactly a week after his ninety-seventh birthday. Perhaps he hung on until then because he liked milestones, especially birthdays. His passing was overwhelmingly sad, and yet it was a celebration of his long life. In writing his eulogy, I tried to explain the enormous values he taught me:

			I have been my Dad’s son for 71 years. For 71 years, I’ve had the benefit of the world’s best father, coach, mentor, encourager, a man who saw one of his primary tasks as helping his three sons, and then his grandchildren and great grandchildren to be the very best that they could be. A man who showed me the high value of a good marriage, a love affair of 76 years. A man whose every waking moment was an example to me, of everything that is good, high achieving, and humane. My father who showed me what a man should be.

			My father understood poverty, because he had experienced it. He left school on his 14th birthday, not through any lack of intelligence, but because quite simply, his mom, my grandmother, Marjorie, Grandma Sammy, needed his pay packet every Friday to help feed four hungry teenagers. My Dad did a lion’s share of raising his two younger brothers, Michael and Tony. And as he made a wildly successful career for himself, he never forgot how difficult life frequently is for those less fortunate.

			My father had, and we still have, what must be one of the largest Rolodexes in the world. This thing has the strength of an industrial machine. It is silver and almost the size of the wheel on a car. It contains 1000s of index cards. From long before anyone dreamed up computers, my Dad had a system to keep track of pretty much everyone he ever met. But the really remarkable thing about Sydney Samuelson is what he did with that Rolodex. You see, my father believed strongly that he was put on earth to help other people. The British film industry has 1000s, literally 1000s of people in it, who he gave their first break, that free loan of equipment, that helped them start a career. The introduction that led to a job. My Dad believed that if he could help anyone to get a foothold in an industry that is frequently insular, hierarchical and nepotistic then he jolly well should do that. And he always did. But it went beyond the industry.

			My Dad talked to everyone. His favorite thing was sitting on a bus or the London Tube and striking up a conversation. So that by the time his stop was reached, he already knew where the person had grown up, everything about their parents, their siblings, what they did for a living, what their dreams and hopes were. And in every single case, if my Dad thought he could be helpful, he would give them his card. They would get in touch, and he would do his level best to lift them up. I remember once getting on the Tube train at Golders Green with my father to go into town. It was crowded. He sat on one side and I sat opposite. I watched in amazement, as he struck up a conversation with the random lady sitting next to him, which became quite animated. When we got off the London Tube eight stops later, my father handed me a business card, and said “Here, take this. That lady is the executive director of a grantmaking charity. I told her you would be in touch about First Star and looked after children.” I was in touch. From that 15 minutes on a Tube train grew a set of meetings and a collaboration.

			I believe that all humans have two lives. We have the one with a beginning, a middle, and unfortunately, an end. But then we have the potential of a second, equally real life which consists of our effect in lifting up those around us and making their lives better. And the brilliant thing about that second life is that, as they then forge careers, families and friendships and achieve things, we go with them. We are in them. And that knock-on effect, the passing of the baton, is like ripples on a pond, ever widening. And so it is that my father is in the life and the spirit of every person here today. He is part of us. He inspires us. We carry his flag, we lift his torch. And by following his example of exerting ourselves to leave the world better than when we found it, we do as he did for 97 years, we rise above the mundane and the mortal, we soar and touch the face of God. My life is ripples on my Dad’s pond.

			[image: ]

			Sir Sydney Samuelson, 
7 December 1925–14 December 2022

			Chapter Takeaways and Reflection Questions for You

			•If you don’t have someone you can look up to in your family, where can you find a coach, a mentor, a reliable grown-up to help you?

			•How do you persuade someone to help you? (Clue: First, make sure they are safe to be around. Are they properly vetted? Then, be brave. Tell them your story and try to move their heart.)

			•What types of help do you ask for easily?

			•What types of help are harder to ask for, and why?

			•Are you persuasive?

			•Do you have any fears or concerns about asking someone to help you?

			•Where is the line between sensible risk, and dangerous risk?

			•How can we think through the Law of Unintended Consequences (Google it!) before we risk our lives, our happiness, and our safety?

			•What is your best future, and how can you experiment and explore it before you make a commitment? (Clue: College or university: limited risk, guaranteed housing, many paths to try!)

			[image: ]

			Opening of new First Star University of Utah Academy.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			What Is Luck? Early Days

			I should never have existed. The fact that my parents met, married, and that I was born must constitute one of the greatest flukes, and I suppose I literally owe it my life.

			In 1946, my father was a sergeant in the Royal Air Force, stationed at the RAF airfield in Stanmore, Middlesex, north of London. In early December, his friend Bernard Lewis said to him, “What are you doing for your twenty-first birthday on December 7?” My father said, “I don’t know. I guess I’ll be here at the RAF station.” Bernard said, “No, no, no. You get on your bicycle and you come and meet me. I’ve joined a youth group in Wembley; there’s a film show of Pride and Prejudice, and we should go. There will be women. And it’s your birthday.”

			When they got there, the rickety 16mm projector was set up on one table on top of another table, pointing over the heads of the audience at a sheet hanging on the wall. The lady who would become my mother, then Doris Magen, age eighteen, was making the sandwiches. Halfway through the film, the celluloid got bunched up in the projector, and the film melted and broke. My father, who had trained before the war as an assistant projectionist, climbed up on the table to fix the projector. Somewhere in the audience, Doris raised her eyebrow, thinking that he was not only a handsome young man in a uniform, but also pretty handy mechanically.

			They arranged to meet again, and then again, and those dates went well. And then for the third date, they arranged to meet at Baker Street Tube Station. My father thought they agreed to meet outside the Left Luggage Office. Vivacious young Doris was quite sure they agreed to meet outside the Lost Property Office…a completely different place. And there, separately, they each stood for the better part of an hour before giving up and going home, never having found each other, and both really angry. When Sydney called, Doris refused to speak to him.

			Some days later, an acquaintance of my late grandmother, Doris’s mother Ann, mentioned to her over a cup of tea that she had seen that handsome young Air Force man who was dating Doris pacing around, frustrated, outside the Left Luggage Office at Baker Street Station. Doris phoned him, they each apologized for thinking the worst of the other…and the rest is history. They were married in 1948, and I came along in 1951. Ponder that for a moment…without successful apologies, there would have been no me! (Our next chapter suggests the value of a forthright apology in converting those angry or critical of you into allies. A life hack, indeed.)

			What are the odds against that fluke in a London station? The acquaintance had to have a cup of tea with my grandmother. She had to be able to recognize Sydney. She had to have been in the Tube station when he was there, and to walk past him. She had to mention it to my grandmother. For the whole of my life, since it dawned on me how very long the odds were, I’ve thought that my being born was a complete fluke. It would be presumptuous to say that it was meant to be. I prefer to think that I benefited from the most extraordinary long odds, hundreds of thousands to one against, but nevertheless, here I am.

			What can we learn from this shockingly unlikely stroke of luck? We cannot make luck, but we can try to be in the arena where it might happen. You can’t get lucky in finding a job unless you apply for it! And make the most of luck when lightning strikes. Keep an open mind. If Doris found enough good in Sydney to date him twice, why did she immediately assume he did a bad thing and refuse to speak to him? Give people the benefit of the doubt. Don’t jump to conclusions. I was once angry someone didn’t turn up for a meeting, and then found out his child was in the hospital after a car crash that morning.

			Chapter Takeaways and Reflection Questions for You

			•Nobody can use magic to make luck, but how do we create the best chance for luck?

			•Is it being in the right place at the right time, enough times?

			•Have you been really angry with someone, who then turned out to not have done what made you angry?

			•How can we keep our minds open and not jump to conclusions?

			•How can we give others the benefit of the doubt?

			•Apologies are free. Why is it so difficult for us to say, “I’m very sorry?”

			•Why are second chances important? How do they work?

			[image: ]

			TEDx. I spoke at two. Both scared the heck out of me, but sometimes you Just. Do. It.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			When Can Apologizing Be a Life Hack?

			It takes many years to realize that the uncomfortable act of apolo­gizing can actually be an incredibly powerful tool to improve a situation. There is an art and a science to successful apologies. None of us really want to apologize, because we are humbled, we feel small when we admit out loud to somebody else that we did wrong and behaved poorly, that we should have done better! None of us want to hang out a banner saying, “I screwed up.” But if we think medium term and long term, there can be wonderful benefits from taking responsibility for something we have done, and saying it out loud.

			Think it through: By apologizing, you almost completely remove the other person’s ability to blame you more. It is often a really smart move. In fact, if you apologize carefully, you can encourage the other person into helping you on the path forward in ways that are personally useful to you, as well as strengthening the relationship. And there may be benefits from the rebuilt relationship going forward. I would not exist if my parents had not apologized to each other for an epic misunderstanding. So, what is a good apology? Or rather, first, what is a bad apology?

			A bad apology, a failed apology, is usually a half-hearted one, a self-praising one, a defensive one. The first great rule is to phrase your apology in the way that will completely sell the idea persuasively to the other person. Don’t say it weakly. Don’t say, “This is unfortunate.” Say, “I’m sorry for what I did.” Don’t say, “I want to apologize.” Start just by saying openly, “I apologize.” Take responsibility: “I got this wrong, and I’m so sorry.” Don’t make excuses in the apology. You may know that you did what you did for some rather good reasons, but those don’t belong in your apology. Don’t say, “I wasn’t feeling well,” or, “I had great stress in my life.” Nor “I was having a bad day.” And don’t blame the other person. Just say, forthrightly, “I apologize.” And say that it will not happen again, if you possibly can achieve that. Amazingly powerful. Now the conversation can go your way! Apologies are most effective when they are brief, and there is less to argue with.

			After receiving an apology, almost every human soul changes sides and will help you move forward. The adversary simply cannot continue to bang away with criticism. You cut the legs off that criticism by acknowledging that you did wrong. In the rules of life and by the rules of human interaction, they invariably have to join your team in moving forward in a productive way. And the rare one who does not accept the apology condemns themselves.

			In the Bible, in other scriptures, in great works of philosophy, and in common sense, the theory of redemption involves more than the apology that begins the process. People who apologize have to make good—they have to do their best to perform good deeds, to lift up the life force and the nature of the relationship in positive directions. In my life, I have handled apologies both well and badly. I look back on my behavior, especially as a young man, and realize that I often had a kind of unhelpful self-righteousness that made apologies challenging. A strong personality, the force of will, was very helpful in driving me forward and keeping me afloat through the choppy waters I successfully navigated, one entrepreneurial process after another. But sometimes that robust ego, though an overall major asset, has also stopped me from seeing the world through the eyes of those around me. In middle age, I realized more that pausing, listening, deducing what others were thinking—and replaying the tape through their voices, and not just mine—was incredibly helpful in charting my own path forward as a team leader. There is a concept called servant leadership that is taught in business schools. It involves active listening, understanding, and harnessing those whom one leads to become a part of leadership itself. In reality, being an effective leader is being first among equals, the specialist whose own specialty is leadership. And, helpfully, this is fully compatible with making those who are led feel proud to be team members: though they may not be the quarterback or team captain, the team feels like their team, and they are proud to wear its shirt.
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