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Now to Him who is able to do exceeding abundantly beyond all that we ask or think, according to the power that works within us, to Him be the glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations forever and ever.


—Ephesians 3:20–21









TO MY GRANDCHILDREN: HARRISON, PEYTON, BAILEY, TURNER, AUDREY, OLIVIA, AND CHARLOTTE.


AND TO THEIR GRANDCHILDREN—AND ALL WHO COME AFTER.


REMEMBER TO PASS ON THE LEGACY AND THE STORIES!
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INTRODUCTION



I get my love of storytelling from my grandmother, Mom Brown. As a young girl, I often spent the night with her at the ranch. On the long drives there, she would tell stories of her life. One of my favorites was about her finally letting a boy drive her home from church one evening in her daddy’s buckboard. After a bit, he managed to get his arm on the back of the seat, then onto her shoulder. She hollered, “Whoa!” The old mule stopped immediately. Nothing the boy said got that old mule moving again, so he got off the buckboard to try. As soon as he stepped out, Mom Brown hollered, “Go on!” Off the mule trotted, leaving that fresh young man in the dark, alone, and with a healthy walk home. I’d always ask what happened to him, and Mom Brown would always say that he was probably still trying to get home. She laughed every time she told that story.


When I reflect on why I always loved my grandmother’s stories so much, I believe it was because it brought me closer to her, to who she was, and to who I was. It’s humbling when you make the connection that every member of your family, even back to those you have never met, has influenced you and has on some level contributed to the person you are today. A strong motivation for writing this book—for telling my stories—was to let my grandchildren and great-grandchildren really know who their grandparents are. To share with them our legacy of family, friends, colleagues, franchisees, and mentors who touched our lives, taught us life lessons (both good and bad), and inspired us along the way.


As I began to gather my stories, I realized that a big part of my life has been teaching and mentoring. I taught a professional workshop for several years called Think, and my primary goal for that workshop was to get people to think differently and to think bigger. For Kent and me, changing our thinking made all the difference in our professional life, and those positive differences flowed into our personal life. In the early days of starting a business, we were happy to settle for whatever came. We had a wide variety of experiences in those early days, but we didn’t consciously consider what lessons we might draw from them. We just kept plowing through. Yes, we worked hard, and we did the right things, but it was through our willingness to listen to and learn from our own mentors and teachers that we began to realize our full potential.


My own professional and personal growth inspired me to formulate ways to help other people think differently. To help people think about how they were going about their life, how they were being influenced and how they were influencing others, and whether they were taking time to learn from their experiences. I hope reading my stories prompts you to think a little bit differently, to say, “I’ve never thought about it like that before,” or to realize that you can make your subconscious work for you or that goal setting is important, or—my personal favorite—your why. Why do you work? And no, the answer is not, “The money.”


Finally, I hope my stories help you find a way to give back. Whether it’s time or money or teaching or mentoring or whatever your unique gift is, I hope you pay it forward.










PART I RAISING A FAMILY AND BUILDING A BUSINESS



We have all wondered and worried about our “double lives.” I mean our lives of working at home and working outside too. Family has always been most important to Kent and me. As we started out, working sometimes seemed to be taking over that “most important” position.


Whether you are an employee, an employer, or are self-employed, working while building a home and raising a family is quite a challenge. Maybe you will identify with some of my stories.
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CHAPTER 1 CHOICES AND CONSEQUENCES



As a young woman, I always felt comfortable in my own skin and in the satisfaction that I was doing things “right.” I followed the rules and would never dare cause a scene—but I was also fiercely independent and never afraid to speak my mind. At twenty-five, I landed my first professional job as an executive assistant at the largest investment counseling firm in the Southwest. I was an excellent employee—hardworking, dependable—and I knew how to do things right. My job description included dictation, scheduling appointments, making travel arrangements, typing reports, and performing other usual office duties. My boss was smart, high powered … and completely disorganized. Much of my time was spent redoing things. He would start down one path, then switch gears and go another. It was extremely time consuming and frustrating for me. One day I decided, in my infinite wisdom, to help move things along. I told him it would be extremely helpful if he would take some time to gather his thoughts before we spent several hours working together.


Usually very loud and verbal, he looked at me and quietly said, “Mrs. Stone, I hired you to make my life and my job easier. Anytime you can’t or don’t want to do that, I’ll give you an excellent reference.” He went on to explain that if he were organized, anyone could help him. He needed someone who knew how to manage his disorganization so he could get on with his own job. He needed someone who could take chaos and turn out great results. He thought that was me.


It was a slap in the face. I took pride in doing things right, and it never occurred to me that others didn’t see it the same way. Mr. Green’s response was a revelation to me that I had the right to choose my job, and he had the right to tell me how to do it. It was an important lesson about choices and the rights and responsibilities that are a consequence of those choices. My work, my job wasn’t about me. It was about serving my boss. Not because I had to but because I chose to do so. The reason I chose to work for him under difficult circumstances wasn’t because the job was always fun or easy. It was because there were other things in my life that were important to me. Building a home, taking care of my family, improving our lifestyle. Work is what you do so that you can do the other things you want to do in life.


It was now clear to me that if I chose to work there, it was my responsibility to do whatever it took to make his job easier. That is why he hired me. If it meant doing it over, and if it meant living with his disorganization, it was his right to expect me to do just that. Now I had a choice to make—and I chose to quit. I told Mr. Green that I decided I wanted to stay home to be with my children.


The truth was that my pride and the pressures of the job had gotten the best of me. But I needed that job and the salary and perks it provided. My husband and I had just moved our growing family to a larger home in Houston, and with that came a bigger mortgage. In fact, that bigger mortgage was the reason I’d gone back to work. It was a great opportunity for improvement, the salary was amazing, and the benefits were extraordinary in anybody’s book. Now, I had gone and quit.


Fortunately, within a month Mr. Green called and asked me to come back, telling me that he knew we could work things out. I returned with a new appreciation for the opportunity this job provided and was committed to making it work, but now I also knew it was always my choice to stay. I did quit again a few years later—but not before I was almost fired.


It was during my employee evaluation at the end of my first year, not long after Mr. Green had asked me to return, when he said, “There’s a mistake in your file.”


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“It doesn’t show your degree.”


“Mr. Green, I don’t have a degree.”


He said, “What college did you graduate from?”


“I didn’t graduate from college.”


“That’s impossible,” he said. “You have to have a degree to work here.”


I didn’t realize at the time that everyone at the company—even the mail clerks—had college degrees. I’m not sure how it was missed in my interview process, but there it was: college degrees were required, and I didn’t have one. The human resources supervisor told me that unfortunately I could no longer work there. Luckily for me, Mr. Green intervened. He called me into his office and said, “This is not something you are to talk about to anybody else in the company, but you’re not leaving.”


While the experience made me more conscious of my environment and how I fit in (or didn’t), it also gave me power. I now knew that I could survive the fear of losing my job and that I could survive being told that I’m not as smart as I thought I was. This new perspective also made me think of my childhood differently. I was raised in the country, in a very conservative small town in South Texas. My mother was very proper. We always had to say the right thing, do the right thing, look the right way—and what was “right” was based on a very narrow perspective. I was raised to believe that doing the right thing the right way all the time to the best of my ability would be enough. But now I realized that wasn’t enough. It was important to ask questions, learn new skills, and always try to improve and grow.




I now knew that I could survive the fear of losing my job and that I could survive being told that I’m not as smart as I thought I was.





The office was filled with educated, wealthy people. The man who owned the company had an art collection displayed at the office. I went to work one day to find a beautiful new painting in my office. He asked if I liked it. “Well, it’s very different,” I said. It was an abstract by Rothko costing hundreds of thousands of dollars. I had no knowledge of fine art at the time. Today that painting is priceless. Learning to fit into this environment without letting myself be intimidated was a good lesson. It also taught me that I needed to keep stretching myself to learn more and that if I didn’t want to do that, I had the choice to leave and go work somewhere else. I could find a job where I was the most educated person in the office if I wanted to—but I knew that wasn’t what I wanted.


What I wanted was the best job with the best benefits and the best salary, because my goal was to improve our home life. If I was going to work, to leave my kids, and deal with that double life of being both a mom and a career woman, I wanted to have the best job available to me. I wasn’t necessarily seeking out a lifetime career, but I was not going to waste my time making minimum wage in a stagnant job where I couldn’t grow and learn.


Over the next few years, I continued to expand my skills and abilities at work and do my best to keep up with the demands of the job while juggling my roles as wife and mother. Those were challenging years. Kent was working in retail at the time and not loving it. We had moved to Houston for a better job opportunity for him. We both had a three-hour commute round trip every day—let me tell you, that was tough. Any working parent knows the challenges of picking your child up at day care on time when you’re stuck in traffic and the clock is ticking. I remember quite well one particular time when we pulled into the day care parking lot at 6:29 p.m.—and the day care closed at 6:30 p.m. We would soon find out that arriving in the nick of time was the least of our problems. Our oldest son was eight at the time, and our youngest was six.


That particular evening, Ray came out and got in the car first. “Where’s your brother?” I asked.


“I don’t know,” he said.


“Well, go in and get him,” I said.


Ray came back and told me his brother wasn’t there. Now it was my turn to go in. Bryan was nowhere to be found, and the staff had no idea he was missing. I was hysterical. “What do you mean he’s not here? What do you mean you don’t know where my son is?”


We jumped in the car and raced home, hoping that’s where Bryan went from school. It was the longest fifteen-minute ride of my life, and as we rounded the corner of our street, I saw my six-year-old son on the roof of our house with one leg in the chimney. I yelled for Kent to stop the car, and I ran toward our house screaming, “Bryan, get down from there!” Kids started piling out from the windows and doors of my house. My six-year-old son had walked home after school instead of going to day care and decided he would entertain the neighborhood children by demonstrating how Santa Claus comes down the chimney! The neighborhood gang had all been waiting at the fireplace for Bryan to make his entrance. We had gotten there just in time, and thankfully Bryan was safe, but it was a terrifying and crazy experience—and there would be more.


Little League practices and games came and went as we did our best to pay the bills, provide for our children, and capture as much time with them as we could. I’m not complaining. As with most things in life, we made a choice. We chose where we lived, we chose for me to work, and we chose where we worked. That’s what was right for us. Today, that’s still a conversation: whether moms should work outside the home or not and the guilt and consequences that go with either choice. As a working mom, you feel guilty, and you feel stressed all the time. It’s always about other people at work and about your kids and husband at home—there’s no time for yourself.


On the other side of the coin, I hear young mothers who stay at home today say they feel like their kids are underfoot all the time; they have such limited opportunities to be around other adults or time to do anything for themselves, and money is tight. I don’t believe there is a right or wrong answer to this dilemma. I believe parents have to make the right choice for their family and understand and accept the consequences of that choice.


There were times when the boys were very young that I did choose to stay home, and I was grateful for that time, but I always knew that I wanted to work outside the home, and that had its own challenges. I felt like I was always looking for a better way to keep things (and myself) calm and collected. Time management at work is not nearly as challenging as time management at home! Mornings were especially stressful. Getting the boys up, dressed, fed, homework collected, school projects organized, lunch boxes prepared … you know the drill. I wasn’t always calm and not always the sweet mama I wanted to be.


Bryan was creative and easily distracted and as a result was almost always late. One evening, Kent went in to say good night to find Bryan with his covers up to his ears. It was too warm for that, so Kent suggested he pull the covers down. “No!” shrieked Bryan, holding tightly to the blanket. Suspecting something awry, Kent pulled the covers down to discover our son was completely dressed for school—shoes and all.


“Why on earth are you dressed for school?” asked Kent. In a somewhat tearful voice, that sweet little boy said he didn’t want to make us late in the morning, so he thought sleeping in his clothes was the solution. A humbling mama moment for me. I needed to do better, and I learned to organize more things at night to make mornings less stressful for all of us.


The constant motion that was our life didn’t slow, but we acclimated to the choices we made and did our best to make it work. The boys were healthy and happy. I was managing the pressures of my job while learning everything I could, not only about the work itself but about art and travel and people. We were paying our bills, but while Kent was successful at his job, he no longer found it fulfilling and began looking to either change fields or get a promotion with the company he was working for. The promotion would have required us to move to Louisiana, and we didn’t want to do that. Neither of us had thought of going into business for ourselves, but when the opportunity presented itself, Kent took it. The store he worked at needed someone to clean their carpets, and Kent asked me if I knew anyone who did that. I did—he was a SWAT officer who had a carpet-cleaning business on the side, so I set up his company to clean the carpets at the store. While there, he explained the business to Kent. It took him about two hours to complete the job, for which he charged $700. At the time, Kent was barely making that a month.


After getting all the details, Kent came home and asked me what I thought about us getting into the carpet-cleaning business for ourselves. I was horrified. I said, “I know you’re unhappy, and I want you to get a job you want, but going into business for ourselves? We know nothing about that. How would we even do that? How would we come up with the money? How would we start?” We certainly didn’t have extra money lying around to invest in carpet cleaning. I saw it as too great of a risk—I liked the security of my weekly paycheck. After many late-night conversations, a few tears, and pointless arguments, I decided to keep the security of my job and wished Kent luck with his new carpet-cleaning business. It was another choice, but a reluctant one.


As you will see later, it was a wise choice, but one that came with both good and hard consequences. Choose wisely, and be prepared for all consequences.


In just six months, Kent had begun to build an income-generating business, and one evening, after a very stressful day at work, I came home in tears. Kent said, “Look, you are very good at what you do, but do it for us instead of for another company. Quit your job.” I thought about it for a couple of days, and then I turned in my resignation (for the last time) to Mr. Green. Although it had been a challenging job, I had come to appreciate all its life lessons and my newfound interests, which included a love of collecting art. It wasn’t just the paycheck I would miss, but I knew it was the right decision for Kent, the boys, and me.


The adjustment to working for ourselves didn’t come easily to me. Knowing neither one of us would be getting a guaranteed paycheck scared me to death. I am not a risk taker—I like security. I like to know that we have the money to cover the mortgage that is still due on the fifteenth along with all the other bills that would continue to come whether or not we had income to pay them.


As new business owners, we were shocked at how many customers didn’t pay their bills, and we had to figure out how to collect the money due us. When it would get hard and customers wouldn’t pay, I would panic. I can’t count the number of times in those first years that I said to Kent, “You know what? I could go to work tomorrow, and in two weeks I’d have a paycheck and I’d know exactly the amount it would be.” In those moments, Kent always asked me to give him two weeks, and he would go see the overdue customers and get the income we needed. It was Kent’s unwavering belief in us that got us through those early years.
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