













[image: image]

ALSO BY ANTWONE FISHER

Finding Fish: A Memoir

Who Will Cry for the Little Boy?: Poems


A BOY SHOULD KNOW HOW TO TIE A TIE


AND OTHER LESSONS FOR SUCCEEDING IN LIFE



ANTWONE FISHER

[image: image]

[image: image]
Touchstone
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2010 by Indigo Fishtales, Inc.

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address
Touchstone Subsidiary Rights Department,
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

First Touchstone hardcover edition April 2010

TOUCHSTONE and colophon are registered trademarks of
Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases,
please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-800-506-1949
or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the
Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Designed by Joy O’Meara

Illustrations by John Del Gaizo

Manufactured in the United States of America

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Fisher, Antwone Quenton.

A boy should know how to tie a tie : and other lessons for succeeding in

life / by Antwone Fisher.—1st Touchstone hbk. ed.

p. cm.

1. Young men—Conduct of life. 2. Young men—Life skills guide.
I. Title.

BJ1671.F57 2009

646.7—dc22

2009053235

ISBN 978-1-4165-6662-5

ISBN 978-1-4165-6685-4 (ebook)

For Fletcher Keith Burkley

A gentleman of the first class and always remembered



A LETTER TO MY YOUNGER SELF

Dear Antwone,

I know that you don’t have much in the way of material things, more importantly a father to teach you those important things that a boy will need to learn on his journey to manhood. Like you, my beginnings were unremarkable, and I do understand your curiosity, confusion, and your feelings of uncertainty about your future.

True, you were born without parents and a loving home to call your own, but you have everything you need inside of you to create a wonderful successful life for yourself, so you have to begin with you, by preparing yourself for that remarkable future.

I’ve written this book you hold in your hands from the lessons that I’ve learned while on the journey to manhood and success, to be used as a guide or reference tool for you, and boys such as you, to use as you make your way to manhood and beyond. I’m confident that with this guide, a wonderful life of dreams beyond your dreams come true awaits you.

Warmly,

Your future self,

Antwone



Introduction

All right now, men, listen and listen close. Some of you may think you know how to perform this simple task. I’m here to tell you that you don’t know a thing until the navy tells you you know it.”

My company commander, a tall, reedlike man with a chin like the bow of ship and a prominent Adam’s apple that bobbed up and down like a life boat, fixed his eyes on each of the sixty recruits in formation in front of him. I stood as tall as I could, eyes forward, a length of black cloth snaking from my hand. When I sensed the company commander wasn’t looking my way, I nervously ran my tongue around the perimeter of my upper lip, checking for perspiration. Finding none, I was glad that my body wasn’t betraying my mind and spirit. I was not ready for this.

In the first few weeks since I’d entered the Great Lakes Naval Recruit Training Center in suburban Chicago, I’d endured many things. Whether it was the brutal physical training, the endless hours of classroom work, or the hours of instruction regarding every aspect of how to conduct myself, dress, and march, I hadn’t anticipated this horror.

As I stood there, I remembered that night two days before Christmas when I stepped off the bus and into the frigid air of an Illinois winter and experienced a similar chill. Now the company commander held in front of him, extended between his spread fingers, a strip of fabric identical to the one I held in my own moist hands.

“This is the half-Windsor knot. You will at all times and without exception tie your tie in this fashion.” With a series of deft moves, the straight length of cloth was twisted and turned into a neat and orderly bit of neckwear. In my imagination he was like Charlton Heston in The Ten Commandments, standing in front of a group of nonbelievers as he transformed a staff into a snake. Though none of us fell on bended knee to ask for forgiveness, all the same, How did he do that? was on many of our minds.

After he completed his demonstration, the company commander announced that he would give us all a minute to practice what he’d just demonstrated. At the end of that minute, we’d all be required to undo our knot and wait for our turn to step in front of him and demonstrate our mastery of the technique. My inept fingers felt like sausages as I fumbled with the wooly serpent. I shook my head in exasperation and shut my eyes in frustration. I’d tried to pay attention to what he was doing, but though my ears had heard and my mind had registered the technique, I could not produce the same knot as my company commander. I tore my mangled mess apart in frustration, exhaled to try to relax the tense muscles in my face and neck. I stood awaiting my fate.

Whether it was going to be Military Training Unit—extra training during which I would have to run through an obstacle course set up in the enormous drill hall—or something worse, failing this task meant the risk of being held back an additional week in my training. I wanted neither of those things to happen. But what choice did I have? I’d never learned to tie a tie before, and one quick demonstration wasn’t going to overcome those years I’d spent in ignorance.

Unfortunately, I was in the middle of the pack of recruits, so I had to spend an agonizing few minutes waiting for my humiliation to begin. I heard a few of the recruits being dismissed after successfully copying the company commander’s taut knot, and a few others being told, “No good. Again.” I watched as the failures walked past me to the end of the line, their eyes downcast, their expressions either sullen or incredulous.

My mind drifted back to my days in Cleveland when I lived in foster care. The man with whom I lived, a Pentecostal minister by the name of Reverend Pickett, had a rigid routine when he returned from his day job as a landscaper. He would come home in his matching khaki shirt and pants—the uniform he chose to wear for his entrepreneurial landscaping business. Depending upon the season, his shirt might be darkened by crescent moons of perspiration underneath his arms or an island of brown between his shoulder blades. In almost every season and on almost every day, there’d be a faint impression of dirt amid the rippled folds on the knees of his trousers.

Reverend Pickett would go into his room and later emerge from his early-evening shower dressed in a pair of neatly pressed slacks and a crisp white dress shirt. The woodsy smell of his aftershave trailed behind him as he made his way to a mirror in the hallway. There he’d carefully fold his suit coat over a nearby chair and stand regarding his reflection, tilting his head at various angles like a vigilant dog. Next he’d carefully brush his hair around the sides and to the back of his balding head. Then, like a magician, he’d tie his necktie with a precision and flair that mesmerized me. He’d be sure that the tip of the tie was even with his belt buckle, and then shrug his way into his suit coat and pull down on the lapels like he was cinching the straps of a parachute. As a final touch, he tucked a pocket square into the jacket’s breast pocket and clapped his hands. He’d leave the house to go off and do battle with the devil.

His transformation enthralled me. It seemed to me that his necktie was the source of his prominence in the community and exuded the sense of command and control that even as a preteen I so longed for. Someday, I told myself, I’d wear a suit and tie and people would think of me as strong and admirable. It would take many years and a young lifetime full of trials and tribulations—days spent wondering where my next meal was going to come from or where I was going to sleep for the night—before any thoughts beyond the immediate future could penetrate the fog I lived in. Joining the navy was a way out of that fog, but I was still looking days and weeks ahead, not years.

If I made it through the navy’s basic training, I knew I’d be rewarded with, among other things, a naval dress blue uniform. At the time, enlisted men were issued black shoes, black slacks, a white shirt, a double-breasted black suit jacket in the admiral style with six silver buttons, and a black tie. All would have to be worn according to navy regulations. As I stood in line about to face our company commander, in my mind’s eye, I saw that suit receding farther and farther into the darkness. If I couldn’t tie a tie correctly, I felt like I’d never graduate and take my place with the rest of the company. I’d end up back in Cleveland, rootless and restless, struggling to find my place in the world—a world that seemed determined to squash any of my aspirations.

The company commander’s expression of disapproval told me all I needed to know. I swallowed a throat-tightening bit of disappointment and made my way to the back of the line, avoiding eye contact with the rest of the recruits. Why hadn’t my foster father taught me to tie a damned tie was all I could think in that moment. Didn’t he know that it was one of the most basic skills a young man would need if he was going to improve his lot in life? Of course, my foster parents didn’t teach me a lot of things, and the things the Reverend and his wife did drill into me mostly consisted of lectures about my being a no-account, ungrateful boy. At times they wanted to tie me up and whip me, but they weren’t about to teach me to tie a necktie. After all, I was never—according to them—going to take a place in society where I would need to be dressed appropriately, unless it was at my trial for crimes yet to be committed. I guess they figured it was up to my lawyers to determine how to make me as presentable as possible to a jury.

Little did they know that the only jury I would ever face consisted of my superiors in the U.S. Navy and in particular a hard-ass company commander who was separating the wheat from the chaff with clocklike regularity. “You’re good.” “You’re not.” Either judgment was rendered with the same impassive tone, indicating neither congratulations nor disappointment. As the minutes went by and we were given further demonstrations, the wheat field was harvested until only a couple of stalks remained. Finally, it was just me and the harvester, and images of him as Death with his hooded eyes and his crescent-shaped scythe replaced the squared-away officer in my imagination. In the fluorescent light, his pallid skin lent an even more cadaverous element to his demeanor.

In reality, his expression softened and his bark was replaced with a calm and measured tone. He stood directly in front of me, his eyes intently focused only on me.

“Recruit Fisher, you will do this. I will not let you fail. You will not let yourself fail.”

He undid the haphazard half done knot I’d been struggling with. Draping the tie around my neck, he began his litany of instructions and demonstrated the procedure for me: “First, the wide end W should extend approximately twelve inches past narrow end N .”

He did as instructed.

“Cross the wide end W over the narrow end N . Then bring the wide end W around and behind the narrow end N .”

Again, he performed the actions as he described. His face remained impassive. It was almost as if I was in an episode of the old TV show Mission Impossible and I was Mr. Phelps listening to the tape recording. The difference was, I had no choice but to accept this mission.

“Next, bring the wide end W up and pull it through the loop formed by the intersecting ends. Bring the wide end in front, over the narrow end from right to left. Stay with me. Now, again, bring the wide end W up and through the loop.”

I exhaled for what seemed to be the first time since we had started this one-on-one lesson.

“Bring the wide end W down through the knot in front. Finally, using both hands, tighten the knot carefully and draw it up to your collar.”

I had to fight a smile from spreading across my lips. The company commander looked at me and nodded. Then he reached out for me and cinched the knot a little more, “Nice and tight. So you won’t forget you’ve got one on. Or how it got there.”

How to Tie a Tie
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He told me to go to the head (a military term for bathroom) and practice doing it on my own. I wish I could say that my fingers no longer felt like sausages and my brain was no longer a runny bowl of oatmeal, but I still could not get it right. I stood looking in that mirror, cursing Reverend Pickett who seemed to have kept his magician’s secret from me for so long that even the navy’s vast experience in instructing recruits could not undo my ignorance. That anger and frustration hampered me in my efforts to concentrate. I kept thinking of my fellow recruits, spending their little bit of idle relaxation while I was in the head watching a mirror image of myself screw up. I didn’t like the man I saw in the glass in front of me.

Eventually, through perseverance, I did learn to tie a half-Windsor knot that day. I did go on to graduate from basic training and I served eleven years in the navy, traveling the world and experiencing things a poor and fatherless young man from Cleveland couldn’t have imagined. Years later after I’d left the navy, I had other occasions to bump up against the painful realization that a boy ought to know how to tie a tie. One such occasion occurred when I was privileged to attend an awards ceremony. Being there on one of Hollywood’s most glamorous nights was a source of enormous pride. As the houselights dimmed, I thought of my foster father again because I had once again been confronted by my ignorance when faced with the prospect of tying a bow tie for this formal event. And again for my wedding a few years later, I had selected a ruffled shirt with a bow tie paired with a morning suit. I had stood there debating whether to settle for something less than what I wanted, knowing that a bow tie was still beyond my range of skills, but I refused to settle. The sales clerk who sold me the outfit was happy to instruct me.

Gratefully, no thoughts of my foster mother and foster father intruded on the glorious day when I married my bride, LaNette. I had put behind me many of the thoughts of my emotionally impoverished childhood in the foster care system, the brief but frightening period I spent homeless, and the gaping hole in my life that my parents’ absence had torn in my world. It wasn’t as if I’d completely forgotten all of those painful events that had marked and marred my early years. I’d transformed those experiences into a best-selling memoir entitled Finding Fish . The critically acclaimed film was called Antwone Fisher and, amazingly, it was directed by Denzel Washington, one of the most respected men in Hollywood. I’d gone from the backlots of Hollywood studios where I worked as a security guard (after a stint as a prison guard) to the executive suites where I pitched my screenplays. Working through my feelings of abandonment and abuse had been difficult but beneficial.

As a consequence of the book and film about my life, I received thousands of messages of congratulations and an equal number of questions about how I was able to make the transformation I did. To be honest, I appreciated the acclaim but wasn’t always certain I was capable of responding to the queries. How I did it seemed as mystifying to me as how to tie a tie had been in my early naval career. I knew that my military experience had transformed me, but I wasn’t so sure how I’d managed to have the sense to grab the lifeline that was offered to me. Unlike many in Hollywood who dabble in various spiritual and religious matters, I’m not an active seeker of wisdom from various traditions. Once I was sitting in a production company’s waiting room before a meeting, and I was flipping through a magazine. I came across this Buddhist expression in Tricycle magazine, “What lies behind you, and what lies before you, is nothing compared to what lies within you.”

I know that it’s easy to offer up ancient wisdom as the answer to life’s difficult questions. That doesn’t make it any easier to polish a shoe, balance a checkbook, fix a healthy dinner, or decide whether or not an extended warranty on a new flat-screen TV is worth the cost. (It’s not.) We all face daily questions that push those more important philosophical issues into the background. That said, I do believe that what lies within all of us is the answer to the question so often posed to me about how I managed to “make it” in this world.

The book you hold in your hands is part instruction manual, part guidebook, and part reflection. As a younger man, I spent all those hours in front of a mirror trying to learn to tie a tie. Now that I’m a lot older, I’ve held the mirror up to myself again so that I can offer guidance to those of you who, like me, have had questions that no one in your life seems willing or able to answer. I’ll address matters of fashion and grooming, conduct and planning, using examples from my own life to illustrate both the how and the why. I don’t consider myself an expert; I’m just someone who has lived a life and gathered experiences. As a writer, it is my nature and my gift to be an observer. From my earliest days as a child I frequently stood apart and watched—sometimes forced to and other times by choice—as humanity went about its business. I’ve traveled great distances geographically, emotionally, and experientially, and like a photographer taking a step back to better frame his subject, I’ve taken the time to distance myself from all that has happened and all the choices that I’ve made that have led me to this happy and content place in my life.

Though as I was going through my life I can’t say that I had a five-year, ten-year, or even a single-year plan for myself that I laid out on paper, I did have a vision of who I wanted to be firmly set in my mind. It took years for that vision to be realized, but in looking back I can see that what I had inside me enabled me to make that vision come to life. Just as a movie is a collaborative effort, I have many people to thank for assisting me with this production. I hope that I can offer you the kind of guidance and support that I received from valued contributors along the way. One thing I’ve learned in my years in Hollywood is that no matter how good the script I write, someone else will have ideas that will strengthen it, open up new possibilities, directions, and insights. I’m offering you my advice, but you have to bring your own sensibility to the project of creating your own life. Please don’t think of what I have to say as a template you can trace; instead, think of my words as a starting point for your own exploration. It’s never too late, or too soon, to get going, so let’s begin.



CHAPTER ONE

KEEPING YOURSELF VALUABLE

In some ways, growing up as a foster child in Cleveland, Ohio, in the 1960s, I had one advantage over other kids in my neighborhood. I knew what my value was. That value began as the $2.20 a day the great state of Ohio, the Buckeye State, paid to a woman by the name of Mrs. Strange, who was my first foster care mother. That money covered the expenses for my board and food. Of course, the money meant nothing to me when I was an infant.

It took some investigation to discover that little tidbit while I was writing Finding Fish . Mrs. Strange doesn’t figure very prominently in that account of my life. Mizz Pickett and the Reverend Pickett, the older black couple who took me in at the age of two, do figure prominently, and they made me almost painfully aware of my value to them. Mizz Pickett frequently referred to the underage mother who had abandoned me to the state’s child welfare services as my “no-account mammy.” In my ignorance, I interpreted that expression literally; my mother was too poor to have a bank account. I wasn’t far off. The expression no-account means “worthless.”

And, despite the constant reminders from Mizz Pickett that she took in her other foster children and me so that she could “pay her notes” or bills (which made no sense to me at the time) and that she could take me back to where she got me, I was aware that I had some monetary value to her. Otherwise, the theme of her many speeches seemed to be, Why else would she keep me around? I never really knew the exact dollar amount she was paid for fostering Flo, Dwight, and me, but apparently in her mind it wasn’t enough. She filched the five-dollar allowance the state provided for me. It seemed to me when I discovered the fact I had an allowance at all, that I was worth a lot more than the Picketts seemed to think.

I’ve introduced Mrs. Strange and the Picketts, but let me offer you a brief overview of my life, assuming you are not familiar with its contents. If you have read Finding Fish, you will know this story of my early years. My biological mother and father never had a chance to get married, and it’s unlikely that they ever would have. While my mother was still carrying me in her womb, my father, Edward (Eddie) Elkins, was killed by a shotgun blast. He was involved in a heated dispute with the mother of his two other children, and he never imagined she would pull the trigger. But she did, killing him almost instantly. My mother was incarcerated when I was born, and I was placed into the foster care system from infancy.

After Mrs. Strange, I spent many unhappy years with the Picketts, where I was subjected to emotional and physical abuse. I shared this unhappiness with two other foster children there—Flo and Dwight—and together we could see the Picketts’ own children treated in a much better fashion. I was sexually abused over the course of many years by a woman who was one of the Picketts’ neighbors and who was tasked with looking after me on one of the many occasions when Mizz Pickett was not at home. Of course, Mizz Pickett never projected her true self out to the world, and while caseworkers did check on me over the years, none of them knew the true extent of what I suffered. Along with the physical abuse came a never-ending stream of discouraging words and negativity, the kind of soul-crushing cruelty a young boy can barely survive. But for many years, I knew no better.

My treatment at the hands of the Reverend and Mizz Pickett grew increasingly worse over the years. For a while, I viewed Mr. Pickett as a kindly but removed father figure in my life. But I was shocked one day when I realized that, after many years under his roof, he didn’t even know my name. As the Picketts withdrew more and more, their house became overrun by strangers and as a boy I was left to fend for myself. After the book Finding Fish, I published a collection of poetry entitled Who Will Cry for the Little Boy?

After my care totally collapsed, I was again in the hands of the state of Ohio. It was only then that I received a gift basket that contained cologne and other things a father might give to his son. When I received these, I was back in the orphanage where my life began.

I then lived through a relatively brief but desperate period of homelessness before I enlisted in the United States Navy and began my slow but steady ascent from lost boyhood to a more fulfilling and fruitful manhood.

We All Live in the Material World

I realize that the majority of you reading this won’t be a part of the foster care system, and will come from families that support and nurture you. That doesn’t mean that there won’t be times when you feel devalued and deprived in ways large and small. It is interesting to be writing about human value at this particular point in history, when we are in the midst of an economic decline that has some comparing it to the Great Depression. While we will eventually find our way out of this “Great Recession,” the roots of this hardship can be found in our society’s emphasis on the acquisition of objects, whether they are homes or what our stock portfolios can provide for us— clothes, jewelry, automobiles, and the latest high-tech gadgets. We live at a time when our appetite for material goods is only outweighed by the burdensome debt so many of us carry. It is as if we measure our worth in terms of the square footage of our homes, the number of friends we acquire on Facebook, and the number of gigabytes our iPods, smart phones, and computers can carry. We want more and more and more, and I sometimes think that’s because we value ourselves less and less.

Now, of course, I understand that as human beings we are valuable in many ways that can’t be measured in dollars and cents. It took some time to come to that realization, particularly because of the emotional and spiritual poverty in which I lived as a child. The Cleveland neighborhood in which I was raised wasn’t the finest community in the world, and most of my peers lived under similar financial restraints. As much as I admire that Buddhist statement about what is inside each of us being so important, as a kid, I lived in a world of externals, in the here and now, and in the present. I was constantly being told that even though there was this dollar amount attached to me, I wasn’t worth a whole lot to the Picketts. Whether it was having my Halloween candy confiscated and being told that I could have some when I “deserved” it, to watching the Picketts’ biological children and their favorite foster child open presents on Christmas morning while the “terrible trio” of Flo, Dwight, and myself stood by empty-handed and heavyhearted, the message was clear: I wasn’t worth very much to my foster parents.

I so bought into the notion—and I use that expression purposely—that money spent and dollars collected equaled someone’s value, that at one point I stole some pocket change from Mizz Pickett. I was sorely tempted to go to the corner grocer and see a different and better reality through Lemonhead eyes, visit exotic locales through Boston Baked Beans and Charleston Chews, and tempt fate with Jaw Breakers. I didn’t. Instead, I took the money and offered it to other kids at school, hoping that I could taste the sweet confection of human connection. Attention and interaction are just other forms of human transactions, items up for sale to the highest bidder if that’s the only way you can see it.

As sad as it was that as a young foster child I was forced to view the world that way, I sometimes wonder, when I see how the world operates today, if the difference between my upbringing and my relationship with the concept of value is a matter of degree and not of kind. In other words, I look around, now that I’m living comfortably near Beverly Hills, and I have by all accounts “made it” in this society. I see a world in which most people associate their value with something material—possessions, salary, investment accounts, the kind of car they drive, and everything else that can be assigned a dollar amount. I find it ironic that if you want to know how much money, let’s say, your heirloom Piaget watch is worth, you take it to an appraiser. Sounds like someone who is going to praise you for having the good sense, good fortune (another tricky word, that one), or good heritage to have an object like that in your possession.

It’s All Relative

That appraiser of fine timekeeping devices will tell you what your watch is worth, but sometimes that dollar amount doesn’t jibe with what you think it’s worth. What if that Piaget watch is one your great-aunt Carole wore on the day that she was in Washington, D.C., attending President John Fitzgerald Kennedy’s inauguration and it had been a gift to her from your great-grandmother upon graduation from Smith College? Or what if it is a plain old Timex your great-aunt Emma wore while taking part in the Birmingham garbage strike with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and that was presented to you upon your graduation from Grambling College? Who’s to say which one has the higher value, which of the two should have its praises sung the loudest and the longest?

We say of those kinds of objects that they have sentimental value, and we can assign sentimental value to anything from the exclusive, like a Piaget watch, to the inexpensive, like the saved stub from the movie ticket you purchased the first time you went to see one of your own screenplays performed in a theater for public consumption. We also attach value to things that are intangible, like the feeling of satisfaction I might take from having crafted a line of dialogue in my latest project. That line could end up being revised, excised, or even vilified by a critic as lame, but given the right attitude, none of that should diminish the value of the sense of pride and pleasure I take in and after the moment of its creation.

Okay, Antwone, you might be thinking, you’re losing me with all this talk about value and dollars. What does that have to do with anything about me? Well, let me make a few more comments about this general idea of value and making yourself valuable. Who ultimately decides whether or not something has worth? For example, you see an ad on craigslist for a used Fender Highway One Precision bass guitar for $750. The ad goes on to say that it once belonged to Neil Davis who played for a band called Messy Basement. You’ve never heard of him or his band, but you know the model of the guitar and it’s considered a pretty decent instrument. You go to all kinds of pricing guides, check out some auctions on eBay, and you mentally calculate that it is worth $600 at most. You respond to the ad, playing the game of bargaining, and offer $550 for it, figuring you’ve given yourself some room to negotiate. The owner responds that he can’t let it go for anything less than $675. You figure he’s come down in asking price by $75, and do some additional calculating to see if you think you can still get him down to your $600 estimated top “worth” figure. You bump your offer up to $575 and hope that he goes for it, or at least gets closer to $600. You don’t hear from him for a few days and you figure this is all a part of the game, but finally you lose some of your discipline and e-mail him saying that you’ll go to $600. Another day or two passes, and then you get his reply: someone else bought it for his original asking price.

You think, What? Who in the world would pay $750 for that? The Official Vintage Guitar Price Guide said it was only worth $575 to $675 depending upon condition. And your Google search of Messy Basement produced only one reference to the musical group, and that was a horrific, out-of-focus video on YouTube of the group’s performance in what looked to be their own or perhaps someone else’s messy basement. Go figure. (Please note: Don’t waste your valuable time doing a Google search for Messy Basement the band. I made that up, but there are a lot of photos on the Internet of people’s disorganized basements and cluttered crawl spaces. I won’t make any judgment about these people or how they do and don’t spend—another one of those money words—their time.)

I hope it’s clear what my point is. The value of that guitar was a matter of personal choice. An object that held a certain “objective” value in your mind was of a much higher value in someone else’s. The same is true of the value that you place on yourself, on your family members, your friends, and everything and everyone else in your life.

Think about it: how many times in a normal day do you say or think, “That’s (not) worth it”? We make value judgments, literally and metaphorically, all the time. But so often, we assign these values based on our perceptions at the moment, and that does not mean that they are always accurate or necessarily astute.

Your Value is Relative

I begin with the tricky nature of value because whenever I’m asked that ubiquitous question: How did you do it?, the one answer that keeps popping into my head is that at some point, I figured I was worth it. I figured that I was deserving of that Halloween candy that had been spirited away from me and locked in a box. I found somewhere inside of me a note that said, “You are worth more than that $2.20 a day.” I think that note was always there, that even when the world was shouting at me that I was worthless, I could find a lighted place inside me where I could unfold that note and read it to myself. Who put that note there? I sometimes wonder if maybe it was Mrs. Strange, a woman who, by all accounts, showed me great kindness. My caseworker’s records indicate that Mrs. Strange had been admonished for holding me too close, that her well-intentioned gesture might have negative consequences: she and I might have developed too close of a bond—another of those interesting money words.

In truth, Mrs. Strange did express some reservations about keeping me around for exactly that reason. She was just supposed to be a temporary shelter from the storm, not some place to be permanently anchored. The prospect of me being adopted or returned to my birth mother figured prominently in the mind of Social Services. As an infant, my chances of the former occurring were far greater than the latter. In one sense, I had more value to prospective adoptive parents as an infant than I would as I got older. Sad to think that my value would diminish as I aged; I was the opposite of a fine cheese or a wine or an heirloom watch. Like beauty, value is in the eyes of the beholder and there will always be competing estimates of that quality.

I don’t have the answer to who instilled that sense of my own worthiness inside me. In the end, it doesn’t matter to me so much whether it was God or some twist of genetic fiber that formed just so, or if aliens came down and implanted it in me. What counts is that it was there and that I eventually recognized that I had that inherent value and acted on it. In my mind, it doesn’t matter that it took a very long time (measured in standards imposed by other people) for the world at large to recognize my value and the contributions I’ve made. Unlike wine or cheese, we don’t have dates by which we are considered at our peak. And I’ve yet to come across any person who has a freshness date stamped on him or her, a “best if used by” label. Just as we determine what our value is, we make the choices about when—or if—we put that value on display for others. Regardless, we have an intrinsic value; we are valuable just because we are.

You Determine Your Value

I know that other terms for what I’m talking about are “self-worth” and “self-esteem.” Psychologists and counselors are fond of those terms, and they frequently apply them to young people and their development. They believe that a lot of the trouble young people get into—drugs, drinking, sexual promiscuity, criminality, and assorted other social ills—springs from a lack of self-esteem. Believe me, I’ve experienced what the world can do to you and how it can either work to erode whatever self-esteem you have or prevent it from developing in the first place. That’s only if you let it. Just as you determine your own value, and just as there is no answer to the mystery of where it originates, only you can diminish your own value, and only you can decide to sell off that part of you.

As you mature, you’re going to be subjected to people who will evaluate you and judge you, whether peers, family, or other adults in your community. That’s just how it is, and believe it or not, that doesn’t change a whole lot as you get older. As an adult, you may not have someone in a position of authority like a teacher who will assign you a letter grade to evaluate your performance at work, or as a partner in a romantic relationship, as a parent, or just generally as a citizen of the planet, but there are folks out there all the time talking about you. “Look at that idiot? Did you see him turn left from the right lane? What a knucklehead.” You may not hear judgments like that, but they are being rendered about you.

I work in an industry where failure is the norm and success is the exception. I have no way of knowing how many screenplays are written in any particular year, but the number of them that actually go into production is miniscule in comparison to the prodigious outpouring of screenplays that are never produced. Just as people ask me how I left foster care and survived and endured to become a productive member of society, they also ask me how I manage to stay sane in the crazy world of movie making. Let me tell you, it isn’t easy now, and it was a lot harder when I was starting out. But a lot of what I’ve accomplished has to do with that belief in my own worthiness and ability as a writer. The movie opens on that and the credits roll on that as well.

It definitely helps that I have a couple of films under my belt, but that doesn’t mean anyone is going to judge my work with any less scrutiny. If nothing else, the standard rises as you move past your first success. People expect more of you once you are a produced and credited writer. So if you think about how difficult it is to go through life, your early years and beyond, with people judging you, the fact is that we are always being judged. I’m sympathetic, and especially to anyone who is laboring under the kind of burden that I did as a kid, where the most significant people in your life are telling you that you have no value. But you can’t let those voices shout down the one in your own heart that’s telling you they’re wrong, that you are worth something. To accept the notion that you are worthless is to cultivate the kind of hopelessness that undermines self-esteem and leads to behavior that is negative, or worse—harmful to yourself or others. Instead of accepting that message myself, I heard that one piercing and heartachingly beautiful voice that came from inside and told me that I was worth something. I listened to that message and I believed it, and doing so has made all the difference.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781416566854.jpg
TIE A TIE

AND
OTHER LEssoNs
FOR
SUCCEEDING IN LIFE

ANTWONE FISHER








OEBPS/images/Copy.jpg






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
ATOUCHSTONE BOOK
Published by Simon & Schuster

R R T

.





OEBPS/images/f006-01.jpg
795





