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To all the Outsiders of the world.


You’re young, pissed off, and confused, but you will change the world with your brilliant ideas.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS


Life is messy, and being a kid is hard. Being an adult gets even harder. (Is that sincerely possible?) So I’m helping you out. Here are some words that I use throughout this book. Keep in mind that these are my own definitions. If you want to look them up in a dictionary, you’ll first have to time travel to find one, or just ask your parents (although they probably don’t own dictionaries anymore either).




Misfit: A crazy-ass kid with subversive thoughts and a warm heart.


Mogul: A person who gets rich through innovation and hard work.


Outsider: Someone who feels excluded from everyone else.


Invisible: Self-explanatory. You’re not seen, even when you’re young and rich.


Shit and Fuck: Words used often throughout the text.


Old School: The place where you’re at right now. Tests, SATs, cramming knowledge you’ll never use … boredom.


New School: A change in mindset and teaching where you don’t rely on outdated principles that train you to be a good employee.


Bro/Dude/Man: These terms refer to you, no matter your gender! I’m glad that you’re here. I want to show you that you can become a success by stepping out of the box, feeling awkward, fucking up, and rising like a phoenix from the flames to reach your ultimate success.


Misfit Motivation: Musings of a Misfit that you might relate to.


Invisible Homework: Homework with no pressure attached. No one will see it or judge it.


Notes ’n’ Stuff: A random place where you can write shit down.







 


INTRODUCTION


I grew up being different, and difference sparks innovation.


I was slogging through the pages of my math book, feverishly writing notes. Closing my eyes tight, I allowed the information to fully sink in. My brain spun as numbers swirled behind my eyelids. My head hurt, and I massaged my temples, feeling on the verge of mental exhaustion. When I opened my eyes again, the soft light of my school library was blinding to my fourteen-year-old eyes.


In front of me sat ten different textbooks and a few books for pleasure, including Colin Wilson’s The Outsider. The table wobbled from the weight of those words. My back ached from carrying the books to school. The pain didn’t matter. I would learn everything and nail each test. I had the determination to go the extra mile and make it happen. I’d stay up all night if I had to, hiding in my bedroom with a flashlight and a prayer. (I had a strict curfew.)


PUSHING TOO HARD


It felt like I’d been in the silent library for hours, and I probably had. The tiny finance section with the Dewey Decimal categorization of 332.024 was at my back. I was intrigued by those finance books. I could hear my father’s voice: “The rich don’t work for money.” Well, that just didn’t make sense. How would that help me in school?


I shook off the thought of those glossy paperbacks and turned my attention to my English textbook. American English would require even more cramming and notes. Since I was a skinny Islamic kid living in Texas, perfecting and excelling at this subject was my only hope of fitting in (which I didn’t).


After filling my mind with grammar, syntax, and punctuation, I picked up a copy of English poems to execute what I thought was a “perfect” American accent.


EQUIPMENT


Figure it out for yourself, my lad,


You’ve all that the greatest of men have had,


Two arms, two hands, two legs, two eyes,


And a brain to use if you would be wise.


With this equipment they all began,


So start for the top and say: I can.


Look them over, the wise and great,


They take their food from a common plate


And similar knives and forks they use,


With similar laces they tie their shoes,


The world considers them brave and smart.


But you’ve all they had when they made their start.


Courage must come from the soul within,


The man must furnish the will to win,


So figure it out for yourself, my lad,


You were born with all that the great have had,


With your equipment they all began.


Get hold of yourself, and say: I can.


—EDGAR A. GUEST


The poem made perfect sense and got me dreaming about the future. What an incredible reminder that I had the same equipment that everyone else has. I worked harder than most, but this effort made me feel like I was spinning my wheels. Edgar A. Guest talked of “winning” and “I can,” but was I winning? And I can do what in particular? The poem provided enthusiasm but no destination. It was similar to my dad’s voice saying, “The rich don’t work for money.” What the heck did that mean, and how was I to make money anyhow?






| MISFIT MOTIVATION |


“You Can” is completely true. We all have the same capabilities; it’s what you do with them that counts. You’re designed to be just as successful as anyone else.








BACK TO REALITY


These questions quickly disappeared as the noontime school bell rang, and I ran to the window. It was easier to watch the other kids eat their lunches together in the quad. They could afford the oily pizza and french fries from the cafeteria, but I didn’t have a cent in my pocket. My father knew better—we needed to save. Last night’s Paki biryani was now lying cold in an old piece of Tupperware on my problematic library table—a once-sumptuous meal flavored with cumin, cinnamon, cardamom, cloves, garlic, and ginger was now a clumped, dried mess swimming in a pool of yogurt that I had to eat with a spork.


I kept watching the joyful kids sitting together at cement tables in the sunshine with their canned Coke and Sprite. They were dressed so well; it seemed like they all lived in palaces. My heart sank as I watched every person I wanted to be friends with laugh and chat together. The prettiest girl in school, who was wearing a pink dress and beige hijab, caught my eye. I’d tried to talk to her once, and it didn’t work out. She’d walked away like I was a ghost. Girls might not be in my future, I thought.


The happy-go-lucky scene outside started to make me angry—rebellious. I returned to the 332.024 section and saw a title that intrigued me: Rich Dad Poor Dad. I grabbed it fast and sat at my wobbly table to study even harder. My intensity and solitude made perfect sense. I’d rather have the highest GPA than be the sad, lonely kid that everyone ignored. If I didn’t have friends, so be it. At least I’d be the best at something.






| MISFIT MOTIVATION |


Not fitting in won’t last for long. If these feelings are overwhelming, know that you’re an Outsider for a reason—you think differently. That’s your greatest gift. Head over to call number 332.024. Do it at a young age.








FATIGUE SETS IN


This spike in ambition was short-lived, as I felt a heat in my nose running down my lip. My frequent nosebleeds … I quickly reached into my backpack to grab the napkins I always carried with me. Many of them I’d already made sketches on when my mind was on overdrive. I brought a sketch of Mars to my bloody nostrils and held on tight.


As I sat in the library, mortified, wondering how to escape without being seen, an idea came to mind: the unhinged table. I’d make a sketch and figure out the perfect table. I grabbed a marker and tried to fix the problem on the back of a napkin that already had a T-shirt design I’d imagined. With one hand on my nose and the other on the marker, I drew the dimensions for a new table that was strong enough to bear the weight of my school insecurity and confusion.


This burst of creativity had a purpose behind it. I needed to waste time until the nosebleed stopped. When kids flooded into the library, I appeared busy, and they probably thought I had a bad cold. This smoke and mirrors worked for a while until the stuffy librarian passed my table as I continued to sketch.






| MISFIT MOTIVATION |


Librarians are scary.








CAUGHT IN THE ACT


“Hisham!” The librarian placed her hand angrily on her hip. This wasn’t the first time she caught me here or the last. Her cheeks were flaming red, and her customary No. 2 pencil was stuck in her silver bun like a bibliophile geisha.


“All the teachers said you didn’t come to school today.”


As she waited for a response, I blinked several times and chose my words carefully. “I’ve been at school this whole time, ma’am.” It was common sense …


The librarian sat beside me with concern in her green eyes. “This has happened one too many times. You’re top of your class, but you don’t go to class.”


“Because it’s boring.”


“Don’t you understand, Hisham? This is the beginning of your future. Someday, you’ll have to show up to a job!”


The librarian meant well, but what was the point of going to class when I could do it all by myself? Besides, I didn’t want a normal job. I wanted to draw out my ideas and eventually be the kid who buys everyone pizza.


I joked with her. “I’ll become a librarian then.”


She shook her head. “I’m telling the principal to call your father.”


My heart pounded in my chest. This was the last thing that I wanted to have happen again. My father would be furious! “Please don’t,” I pleaded.


“I’m afraid it’s necessary.” She looked at my table sketch and rolled her eyes. “You daydream too much.”


Pointing at the schematic drawing, I insisted with my young voice, “One day I will make this table, library lady.” I lifted the copy of Rich Dad Poor Dad and handed it to her. “And I’d like to check out this book, ma’am.”


“Oh, Hisham.” She gazed down at my copy of Colin Wilson’s book The Outsider. “You are the Outsider!”


For the first time in a while, I smiled.


It struck me that I was in the position of so many of my favourite characters in fiction: Dostoevsky’s Raskolnikov, Rilke’s Malte Laurids Brigge, the young writer in Hamsun’s Hunger: alone in my room, feeling totally cut off from the rest of society. It was not a position I relished … Yet an inner compulsion had forced me into this position of isolation. I began writing about it in my journal, trying to pin it down. And then, quite suddenly, I saw that I had the makings of a book. I turned to the back of my journal and wrote at the head of the page: “Notes for a book The Outsider in Literature.”


—COLIN WILSON, 1954
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THE STORY THAT STARTED MANY


You’re writing down napkin ideas for a reason.


I tiptoed into the house, my SpongeBob backpack causing me to arch my spine in discomfort. The goal was to make it past my father’s office and get upstairs to my room. I felt like crying. Even though I enjoyed the term Outsider, the loneliness was getting to me. If I could just retreat up those stairs, then playing Dungeon Fighter would clear my head.


I heard his familiar tone of voice. “Hisham.”


Ahh! I brought my hand to my forehead just as the zipper of my backpack broke from the pressure. All my books and sketches came pouring out onto the Persian rug, as well as my “Rival Box,” a series of sketches that I treasured most.


“Hey, Dad,” I said with a forced smile.


My father stepped out of his office and shook his head in displeasure. “The principal called.”


“I know, I know. But I was at school.” As I knelt to collect my books and napkins (which appeared to have gone through a hurricane), my father stopped me.


“What is all of this, son?” He picked up a handful of sketches.


I’d never shown them to him before and became lightheaded, assuming my father would be furious. “It’s what I do when I get bored.”


His eyes narrowed. “You don’t attend class, and then you sketch ideas all day?”


“I have to!” I argued. “I’m bored, Dad. I memorize the lessons so quickly, and then my head is overwhelmed. I’ll probably never use this stuff.” In the silence, I felt my cheeks turn red. I’d never spoken to my father like that before, but it was time to be honest. “I have all these ideas. I can’t stop them. They wake me up in the morning, and I can see them when I’m sleeping at night. What I’m learning is important; I know that. But sometimes it feels like my imagination wants something else.”


“Something else?”


“I want to do something. I feel like I’ll go crazy if I can’t do something.”






| MISFIT MOTIVATION |


What you study in school is mind-numbingly boring. Decide early on that you want to do something with that knowledge. How can it be applied to your dreams?








THE SHIFT


My father exhaled. “Listen. Listen, Hisham, I’m not surprised.”


My eyes went wide with wonder. He understood! A tremendous weight was lifted from my shoulders.


“I was the same way.” My father knelt to pick up the copy of Rich Dad Poor Dad that rested on top of my splayed math book. “In every sense.”


My brain was dying of curiosity. It had been so hard to relate to my father up until this point, and now we connected on something—we shared a momentary understanding. “What did you do?” I asked.


I witnessed sadness in my father’s eyes as he reflected. Never had he been so vulnerable in front of me. “I let it go.”


Those four words hit me like a punch to the gut. “Why?”


He continued to stare at the face of Robert T. Kiyosaki, the author of Rich Dad Poor Dad, who appeared confident, jovial, and proud. “That’s a very good question, my boy.”


At that moment, I had a premonition that shook me to the core—the first glimmer of being understood, but it was more than that. I also understood my father. I could see in his eyes and expression that he had regrets. Granted, my father could be considered a very successful man by anyone’s standards, but there was a piece missing for him, as there was for me.


“Is this a good book?” he asked.


“I don’t know,” I candidly replied. “I haven’t read it yet.”


“Why did you pick it up?”


“Because you always say the rich don’t work for money, and honestly, I want to know what that means.” More needed to be said. Something was crying out inside me. “Dad, I’m lonely at school. I write ideas on napkins that fill me with excitement, and I use them to hide nosebleeds—nosebleeds that I’m pretty sure are caused by stress.”


He flipped through the pages. “I read this years ago.”


“You did!” This was amazing. Another thing in common! A coincidence … or not?


“Yes.”


“And it made you focus on success?” Rarely had I shared admiration for my father, but in this new point of connection, I could finally let him know.


My father shook his head. “Son, I could have gone further. I could have”—he glanced at my drawings—“believed in my napkin ideas. The rich don’t work for money because they allow their napkin ideas to work for them. They innovate and turn their ideas into a future of wealth.”






| MISFIT MOTIVATION |


Being an Outsider eventually makes you an insider. Don’t be afraid to share your ideas with your parents or anyone else for that matter. What you have sketched or written down means something.








HEAD SPINNING, LIKE ALWAYS


I couldn’t sleep that night. I looked out the window at the streetlamp that poured light into my window. I thought about how that light could have a better bulb and dim as the night drew on. I considered my table sketch and how better materials could carry the weight of too many school books for a young kid. I also looked at the stars and marveled at how the color of each one was an indication of its temperature. The hottest stars were blue white, like a smoldering campfire. The coolest were orange or red.


This got me thinking about the color spectrum and whether there could ever be a satellite that went far enough to get close to a star. Ah! I was spinning inside and threw a pillow over my face. My brain wouldn’t stop. I eventually imagined the girl in the pink dress, and her beauty helped me to fall asleep. I dreamt of a meteor crashing into earth.


After waking up in a sweat, I came downstairs to marvel at an unexpected scene. I was used to my dad seated at the kitchen table with a newspaper in front of his face, sipping on potent black tea and a glass of orange juice. Those customary beverages were still on the table, but my finance book from 332.024 (I’d memorized that in my sleep) had already been dog-eared, and Dad appeared to be near the end.


“Son, I have an idea.”


My hair spiked all over the place. I looked like a newly hatched chicken. Or a South Asian Einstein. “Okay,” I responded, bleary and in need of food.


“I’m taking you out of school today.”


My emotions couldn’t be concealed. I brought my hand into a fist and gritted my teeth in victory.


Dad put up a sobering hand. “Now, now. Calm down. This isn’t forever. This is for today.”


I tempered my ridiculous exhilaration and calmly stood in attendance to hear my father’s words. “Why today?”


He shared, “I’ve read this book again. I was up all night.”


That made two of us.


“And there’s someone I want you to meet. Someone I’ve admired for a long time.”


In my prepubescent mind, I was hoping it would be Taylor Swift, but I pushed that thought away. My father did have connections, but perhaps not those kinds of connections.


With my feet firmly planted on the cold tile of the kitchen floor, I felt the same sensation from the evening before. Something is changing. Something is happening. “Whatever it is, I want to do it.”


My father tossed the book onto the table and sipped his tea. “And so we’re doing it.”






| MISFIT MOTIVATION |


When your parents are being mysterious, they’re just trying to control you. Bro, you have no choice but to go with it until you turn eighteen.








SOMETHING BIG IS HAPPENING


The drive to wherever the heck we were going had my brain on overdrive, which was no cause for alarm. I stared out the window and watched sidewalks crumbling and wanted to find the answer. Green trees were too sparse on one street, and I thought of ways to make that street more hospitable. On a certain lawn, children went back and forth on a swing that looked like it could crash at any moment. So many solutions came to mind for these problems.


When we pulled up to a nondescript white building that looked like a warehouse, my father turned to me and said, “I knew this was right for you, but I thought it was too soon.”


I felt a nosebleed coming. Why was he being so cryptic? Was I joining the Mafia? “And this is … ?” I asked.


“STEM school. You need to make something of your thoughts. Use your hands, use your ideas.”


I felt sick to my stomach. Here was yet another place where I’d spend the whole day in the library being an Outsider.


“I’m going in,” I said with my best faux FBI voice. As I stepped out of the car, the situation suddenly seemed ridiculous. I popped my head through the open window of my dad’s Volvo and asked, “Wait, you’re not coming in with me?”


“No, son. They know you’re here. Step inside with the assurance that you’re on the path to being the man you will one day become.”


Backing away, I began to choke up. The man I’d one day become? Who was that? This rite of passage might get all Mission: Impossible at any moment.


As my father’s car drove off, I continued to back away until I tripped on the curb and fell on my back (the backpack provided enough cushion). It was then, staring at the sky, that I realized this situation could perhaps be a disaster. It was so much easier studying alone—so much easier cramming knowledge and keeping to myself.






| MISFIT MOTIVATION |


You will trip and fall many times. Always make it look casual like it was your choice.








WALKING IN LIKE 007


I took a short nap on the ground before dusting myself off and proceeding. I’d heard of STEM before—science, technology, engineering, and mathematics—but as I approached the front desk, I had the sinking suspicion I was joining a secret society. The James Bond of Freemasonry.


“Can I help you?” the young receptionist with the blond bob asked.


I blushed for a moment because she was pretty. “I’m … I’m Hisham Ahmad,” I tentatively said, my voice cracking.


She looked through her book and found my name. With a warm smile, she replied, “Welcome, Hisham. You’re to be in room eleven.”


That was an auspicious number, so as I walked down the hall to room eleven, my legs shaking as I clutched my SpongeBob backpack, I felt a glimmer of hope. I reached the hallowed room and gently turned the knob, cracking the door open to find at least twenty other kids turning and staring.


“Oh shit.” (Dad would have killed me for saying this had he not sped off.)


I quickly attempted to close the door and run until I heard the teacher’s voice call out, “Hisham!”


Opening the door again, I met the teacher’s eyes. He stood in front of the whiteboard, and as far as I could tell, he looked like he could be a member of the Ahmad family. Was he my uncle?


“My name is Mr. Faizan.”


I bowed my head. It seemed awkward. This wasn’t feudal Japan, but I didn’t know what else to do.


He motioned toward a communal table—not like a normal desk—perched high. Four other students sat on stools. How clever! That was better for sketching.


“Have a seat, Hisham, and welcome to our class.”


As I made the endless journey to the communal table, I inspected the other students with my peripheral vision. They seemed to look at me warmly. That didn’t take away the tightness in my chest. There was another student with a SpongeBob backpack. Okay, this might be great, I thought.






| MISFIT MOTIVATION |


We are better at technology than adults. We were born with it in our hands. Use this capability to keep evolving as technology evolves. Use STEM and computer science to give you priceless knowledge, but take it a step further. Create something new.








HOPE RESTORED


Once I was seated, the other students at my table greeted me with smiles.


“All right then,” Mr. Faizan said, turning to the whiteboard. “Allow me to remind you of the fundamentals.”


And just like I was watching history unfold in front of me, image by image, much of what Mr. Faizan shared that morning turned me into the teenage CEO that I am today.


He wrote in broad letters:


Believe in Your Ideas


Bring Your Ideas to Life


Continue the Practice of Making Your Ideas Happen


If You Fail, Try Again


If You Win, Create a Patent


One kid raised his hand. “Yes, Mikhail,” Mr. Faizan said.


“Will it make me rich?”


The kids snickered again, but I truly wanted to know the answer to this.


Mr. Faizan rested upon his desk, exuding a warm smile. “Mikhail, it could potentially make you rich, but that’s not the point, is it?”


Wait, wait, wait! I sort of assumed that was the point, just like Mikhail.


“It’s not?” Mikhail asked. “My dad wants me to be rich.”


Holy … all right, this kid was going to be my friend.


Mr. Faizan went on. “You see, Mikhail, becoming rich is very nice, but it starts with innovation. If your focus is on earning money, you won’t succeed because richness only comes from solving larger problems in the world. Of course, you won’t become rich working at Walmart, but that doesn’t mean we don’t need those important workers.


“Innovation breeds success, naturally. You patent one of your ideas, and then the money is making itself. You invest that money, and it continues to grow. This is the secret of the rich. They only work for themselves. This program is designed for you to work for yourself as well by believing in your ideas and having the practical skill to make them happen in real life.”


I thought I might pass out. Last night, when my backpack split open in front of my father, that was perhaps the best thing that had ever happened to me. This was what I needed. The dull throb in my head from cramming impractical knowledge in it disappeared into a cloud of hope. I knew deep in my bones that I was in the right place.


A girl at my table raised her hand. I tried not to stare. “Mr. Faizan, with my bicycle patent, I feel like I don’t know what to do about business stuff. My dad doesn’t know what to do either.”


Wait, what?! This chick had a patent already?


Mr. Faizan returned to the whiteboard to answer her question.






| MISFIT MOTIVATION |


Bros and chicks are equally capable of winning at this game. In fact, the girls are probably smarter... but we can all be Misfit Moguls.








KNOWLEDGE UNFOLDING


“Here’s the answer, Alexa.”


“My name is Alexis.”


Mr. Faizan appeared flustered. “Shit, I’m sorry.”


Mikhail nearly keeled over. “This class is so awesome.”


Financial Literacy, Mr. Faizan wrote. “You’re not taught this in school,” he shared, snapping the cap on his marker. “You’re not taught these principles at a young age. You don’t need an MBA to invent, create, patent, and start a business sprung from your imagination.” Mr. Faizan pointed to those two words on the board once more. “The majority of people do not have this fundamental understanding.”
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