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CHAPTER 1
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In which the young man feels estranged at work . . .
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WHEN HE awoke in his modest, somewhat cluttered Brooklyn apartment, John Blake, a young man of thirty-two, short in stature but of a generally dynamic appearance, realized that it was already nine-thirty. He was late. Either his alarm clock hadn’t gone off or he’d forgotten to set it.


There was no time for a shower, so he splashed his face with cold water, ran a comb through his hair, swallowed a vitamin C tablet, and then, feeling he’d need as much energy as possible to get through the day, took a second, and finally a third for good luck. He dressed as quickly as he could, in the same clothes he’d worn the night before, which he’d carelessly discarded on a chair; since his tie was still knotted around his shirt collar he just slipped the whole affair over his head like a sweater.


His old ’65 convertible Mustang, which he cared for religiously, almost let him down for once, but after four or five tries it finally started. He thought, “It looks like this is going to be one of those days when I’ll wish I hadn’t gotten out of bed.”


At the Gladstone Advertising Agency, which occupied an old but completely renovated building on Madison Avenue, and where he’d worked as a writer for the last few years, John’s secretary, Louise, greeted him with a worried look.


“Where have you been? Gladstone is furious. He’s been looking everywhere for you. The meeting is scheduled to start in five minutes, and he absolutely wanted to see you beforehand, along with Gate.”


“Alarm clock trouble,” John muttered as he disappeared into his office and began sorting through the pile of files on his desk. His secretary followed him in.


“The Cooper file, where is it?” John asked, turning his back to her.


“Right here,” Louise replied, smiling calmly and handing him the file, which, with her usual efficiency, she had made sure to get ready.


“Thank you,” he said, taking the large cardboard folder that contained the Cooper company logo, a photograph of a shoe that was to be promoted, and a picture of a man and a woman. “And I’ll have a coffee, please, Louise,” John added, lighting up a cigarette.


Cooper Shoes Incorporated had contracted the Gladstone Agency to do the publicity for a new men’s shoe with a hidden heel that added three inches to the wearer’s height. The picture, based on John’s concept, depicted a very elegant—and very tall—woman walking along Fifth Avenue and winking at a man who had “grown” to a suitable height because of his Cooper shoes.


The only problem was that the text, due to be presented at that morning’s meeting, and which John was supposed to have provided, was not written yet. He hadn’t been able to think of a thing, and yet for years he’d been considered one of the agency’s most brilliant writers.


He puffed nervously on his cigarette, trying to summon up the inspiration that rarely let him down. But his mind remained a total blank, almost as if he’d exhausted what was left of his creativity and imagination long ago. He consulted the notes he’d jotted down during the past week, pages and pages of text, titles, catchy headlines, dialogue. Nothing seemed to click. Tiny beads of sweat formed on his forehead. He had to come up with something, and fast. Very fast.


No sooner had Louise walked in the door with a steaming hot cup of black coffee than his boss, Bill Gladstone, followed by James Gate, strode into the office. Very short and completely bald, Gladstone possessed extraordinary energy, reflected in the almost ferocious glitter of his minuscule blue eyes.


“Where were you, John? Do you realize what time it is?” he snapped, tapping his watch. “You’re pushing your luck here, my boy. This is a three-hundred-thousand-dollar account. The agency can’t afford to lose it. Nor can you,” he added with thinly disguised menace. “Now show me what you’ve got.”


Before John could answer, his boss was leaning over the file, staring at the picture of the man and woman. Registering both surprise and alarm, he shouted, “Where’s my text? I don’t understand. The meeting starts in two minutes!”


“I’m still not sure,” John said, holding up his notes.


Gladstone glanced warily at the notes, dozens of pages darkened with John’s neat script, and shouted, “What do you expect me to do with that?”


James Gate, a remarkably handsome man with bleached-blond hair and sky-blue eyes, and a whole head taller than John, walked up and took a look at the artwork, also noticing the missing text. Since he was the one who had to make the presentation, he was understandably concerned, and turned pale.


“I don’t know what’s been happening to you the last few weeks, John, but you’re just not the same.”


“A few weeks . . .” John thought. It was more like a few months—a year, actually, maybe more.


For some time now he’d felt a terrible sense of foreboding, that if he waited too long it would be too late. He’d lose the power to dream, as had doubtless already happened to so many of his “dead” colleagues on the urban battlefield. All he really wanted to do was to open his own agency, or write a movie script, but he hadn’t had the courage to follow through. He felt stifled and trapped.


“Come on, John, give me something here, get us out of this mess!” Gladstone shouted.


“What are we going to do?” Gate said.


“What about you? Don’t you have any ideas?” his boss snapped.


Gate was not an idea man, and the thought of having to make his presentation with an incomplete layout literally terrified him.


“I don’t know, we could say . . . uh . . .”


John wasn’t listening to the two men. His old writer’s reflexes were taking over, as he finally found what he was looking for. In his beautiful handwriting he carefully added a header to the artwork: “Only he knows that he’s shorter. And when she finds out, it’ll be too late, because they’ll both be barefoot. . . .”


Gladstone read the text and burst out laughing. “Excellent!” he said. “Excellent!”


Gate read it and laughed, too, although his was a more subdued, almost polite laugh. He’d always envied John’s brilliant mind but consoled himself with the thought that he earned twice as much money and was usually able to take all the credit for the company’s successful campaigns.


“Let’s hope the clients like it as much as you do,” Gate said, still skeptical.


John didn’t say anything, relieved that he’d been able to come up with a text that his boss found so wonderful under such extreme pressure, like the goose that laid the golden egg. At the same time he felt a little let down, aware that he could elicit his boss’s approval—or disdain—simply by dropping a couple of lines of text on the table, text that he himself found trite, or in any case far from brilliant.


“Let’s go,” Gladstone said, picking up the artwork. “The clients are waiting in the boardroom.”


John followed his boss and Gate to the conference room, where three representatives of the Cooper company, all in somber business suits, were chatting and sipping coffee.


Once the handshakes and introductions were over, Gate, who had placed John’s artwork on a large easel, lifted the cover, revealing the publicity campaign the agency had devised. He was a master at selling empty clichés, making them sound fresh and original, while appropriating other people’s ideas, mostly John’s, with disconcerting ease. John drank his coffee with mounting annoyance, a feeling that invariably took possession of him at meetings of this kind.


“Well, what do you think?” Gladstone said when Gate had finished.


The three clients put their heads together for a few seconds and spoke in lowered voices, creating a slight air of suspense. Then George Cooper said, “We’re interested. We’ll go ahead with it.”


“Fine,” Gladstone declared. “Welcome to the Gladstone family,” he added, handing over two copies of a service contract that the clients signed on the spot.


Gladstone retrieved the agency’s copy. The three men stood up and, after another polite exchange of handshakes, left the conference room. As soon as they were gone Gladstone turned to Gate, beaming with satisfaction, and the two of them did a high five.


“Another one in the bag, my dear vice president.”


“Vice president?” Gate said, surprised, pretending not to understand.


“That’s right, starting today, you’re our new V.P.”


“I’m honored, sir. Thank you.”


Anyone else in John’s shoes would certainly have felt some frustration. But he’d become insensitive to such outrage a long time ago.


Before leaving, Gladstone turned to John. “Oh, yes, John, I want to congratulate you, too. You see, I was right when I told you to make those changes. You did super work. Really great.”


“Thanks,” John said begrudgingly.


Gladstone was about to join Gate, waiting in the corridor, savoring his promotion, when he turned to John again and said, “Oh, and don’t forget the Russian presentation Monday morning. It’s a big deal, a seven-figure account. I don’t know where those Russians are getting their money, but I have a feeling they’re a lot less communistic than they used to be!” He laughed loudly, obviously proud of his little joke. “I want to see something really super, okay? You don’t have anything planned for the weekend, I hope?”


“No, nothing,” John said.


It happened every time. Since he wasn’t married and had no family obligations, his boss took it for granted that he had nothing better to do on weekends—or on any night of the week, for that matter—than to put in hours and hours of overtime, working away with unlimited devotion, as if advertising were his only passion.


He felt like throwing a wrench into the works and quitting there and then. But he couldn’t. He had nothing else lined up, and he didn’t have a penny to fall back on. In fact, he was so deeply in debt he hadn’t been able to use his overloaded credit cards for months.


The first thing John did after leaving the office that evening—in that morning’s haste he’d completely forgotten—was to check the newspaper to see if he’d won the lottery. Since he hadn’t, he threw away his tickets and bought two more, doing his best to concentrate while filling in the numbers, as if he thought he could exert some influence on his luck. Then he went home, with the voluminous Russian file under his arm, depressed at the prospect of having to work on it all weekend long.


For a few months now he’d been suffering from what could be called “weekend syndrome.” During the week, overloaded as he was with work, he had no time to think about his life, the fact that he was still a bachelor at thirty-two, without a wife or children, or any social life to speak of, except for the people he came into contact with at the agency. But when the weekend rolled around he found himself face-to-face with the emptiness of his life, and it caused him anguish. The feeling—true or not—that he was leading an abnormal life tormented him. What he needed—what he really needed—was a profound change.


For three nights running, in fact, he’d awakened from sleep with tears in his eyes, and each time he was able to remember the cause of his sadness. He had dreamed of a magnificent blue jay—his favorite bird as a child—with its wings amputated, and he had understood immediately that the wingless bird was none other than himself.


Not only did he find his solitude hard to bear, he couldn’t explain it, either. Being a romantic despite a number of disappointing relationships, he still believed in love. Maybe he was too demanding, missing out on opportunities—the good times, as his father called them—because he didn’t give the women who seemed interested in him (and there had been a number of these) enough of a chance.


Strangely enough, he always seemed to attract women who left him indifferent, while those he was attracted to hardly took any notice of him at all. It was as if the gods presiding over affairs of the human heart were amusing themselves by systematically thwarting his efforts.


One thing was certain, however, and that was that he preferred waiting for the “right” person rather than getting involved in stopgap—and therefore temporary—relationships that often left deep scars when they didn’t work out, not to mention the fact that they were often a complete waste of time. In truth, he had started to lose faith in his quest for the woman with whom he wanted to spend the rest of his life. He felt as if he’d spent too much time, and used up too much hope, on his search already.


He realized that he just couldn’t go on living the lonely life he’d been leading for years. The first thing he had to do was solve his money problems. But how? Who could help him? Certainly not his father, who earned just enough to make ends meet from the little bar he owned. Then who?


Suddenly, John remembered that he had a rich uncle, a man he hardly knew, really, generally seeing him only once a year at Christmas or on other rare occasions. He decided to pay him a visit. He could ask for advice—or better still, for money to help him quit his job and start his own agency, something he’d dreamed of doing for a long time. John picked up the phone and called him immediately to set up lunch for the following afternoon, then settled down to work on the sprawling Russian file.


The next day, his uncle gave him a very warm welcome but refused to give, or even lend, him any money. “I lend money only to rich people,” he said jokingly, which tempered his refusal somewhat. Instead, he suggested that John meet a friend of his, an eccentric old millionaire who lived out on Long Island and who had helped him when he was just starting out. He even gave John a letter of recommendation.





CHAPTER 2
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In which the young man gets his first real break . . .
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AROUND TEN o’clock the next morning John pulled up in front of the imposing gates of the millionaire’s house, an immense Tudor-style mansion. A security guard asked him if he had an appointment. Instead of answering, John handed him the letter of recommendation his uncle had given him. The guard pressed a button, the gates swung open, and John drove his Mustang slowly through.


He parked, timidly climbed the thirty or so steps of an imposing outside stairway that was flanked by two ancient-looking stone lions, and rang the bell. He didn’t have to wait very long before Henry, an old butler dressed in an impeccable uniform, opened the door. John explained the reason for his visit.


The butler informed John that his master was not available at the moment and suggested he wait in the garden, politely offering to escort him. John thanked him and followed him to an immense rose garden, where he noticed an old gardener,* in his seventies at least, leaning over a rosebush that he was carefully pruning, his face protected from the sun by a large yellow straw hat.


John stepped forward, and the man straightened up, interrupting his work. He smiled, and John was struck by his blue, extremely luminous eyes.


“What are you doing here?” the man asked in a melodious, slightly mocking voice.


“I came to see the instant millionaire.”†


“For what reason, if I may ask?”


“Well, I just wanted some advice.”


“I see....”


The man resumed his pruning, seeming to lose interest in John, but stopped a moment later and said, “You wouldn’t have ten dollars to lend me, would you?”


“Ten dollars? Well . . .” John dug into his pockets and pulled out all the bills and change he could find, a total of about fifteen dollars—he hadn’t stopped at the bank to deposit his paycheck yet, and he was broke, as usual.


“Well, actually, this is all I have left.”


“That’s fine, it’s more than I need,” the gardener said with a triumphant smile. He took a step toward John, plucked a ten-dollar bill out of his hand, and stuffed it into his pocket. “What’s ten dollars anyway? Who knows, tomorrow you might be a millionaire.”


John didn’t dare protest. After all, he was only a visitor to this prestigious mansion, and the one thing he didn’t want to do was commit a blunder. But he couldn’t help thinking that his visit, which was supposed to be enriching, hadn’t started off very well at all, since it had already cost him ten dollars. It was clear that he didn’t have a gift for holding on to money!


At that moment Henry, the butler, arrived and respectfully said to the gardener, “Sir, there is a slight problem. One of the cooks is leaving us today, and he absolutely insists we pay him what we owe him in cash. And, um ... we’re short ten dollars.”


The gardener reached into his pocket and, to John’s great surprise, pulled out an enormous roll of bills, all of large denominations—fifties, hundreds, and even a few thousands. With an ironic smile the old gardener took the ten-dollar bill he’d just borrowed from John and handed it to the butler, who bowed respectfully, turned on his heel, and walked away.


John was indignant. He felt cheated.


“Why did you ask me for ten dollars? You don’t need it.”


“Oh, but I do,” the gardener replied. “Look,” he said, skillfully spreading his roll of bills like a fan. “I don’t have any ten-dollar bills. And I wasn’t about to give him a hundred or a thousand!”


“You never know who you might be dealing with. . . .” John recalled the old maxim as a light flashed in his mind.


“You’re the instant millionaire, aren’t you?”


“That’s what they call me.”


“My name is John, John Blake,” the young man said, offering his hand to the millionaire, who shook it after putting his billfold back into his pocket.


“I’m happy you came by, John,” the older man said somewhat mysteriously, as if he’d been expecting the visit.


John thought it best not to question him further on the subject, and in any case he didn’t have the chance to do so, as the eccentric millionaire said, “And what is it you want from me?”


“My uncle told me you could help make my dreams come true, help me become successful and make my fortune.”


“I see. But tell me, how is it that you haven’t already made your fortune? Have you ever asked yourself that question?”


“No, not really.”


“Well, maybe that’s the first thing you should do. Go ahead, think out loud for me.”


“I, uh . . .” John stammered, completely at a loss for words.


“I see,” the millionaire said. “You’re not used to thinking out loud. Or maybe you’re not used to thinking at all. Well, listen, may I invite you for lunch? It might give you the strength you need to think clearly.”


John accepted with relief, and the two men soon found themselves seated in an immense dining room at a table large enough for thirty guests. Two walls of the dining room were equipped with very high stone fireplaces, both lit up with crackling fires. John had never seen a dining room like it, nor so sumptuous a table.


As he dug into his salmon steak and salad, the millionaire questioned John.


“Do you like what you’re doing?”


“Yes. Well, actually, no. I work for an ad agency. But I’d like to have my own agency.”


“Do you really think, deep down, that you could be successful in that area?”


“Yes.”


“Well, what’s the problem?”


“The problem is I don’t have any money to get started.”


“When I started out I didn’t have any money, either,” said the old man, glancing around him, “and I must say I haven’t done too badly.”


“But without money, I really don’t see how—”


“Your real problem is fear. You don’t have enough confidence in yourself. If you had faith, real faith, you’d succeed. Do you know that anything a man can conceive of, anything he can believe in, he can also accomplish?”


The millionaire reached into his pocket and pulled out a coin. Absently tossing it for heads or tails, he asked John, “Tell me, how much would you be willing to pay to learn the secret of success?”


“I don’t have a cent.”


“If you had money.”


“I don’t know, a hundred dollars. . . .”


The millionaire laughed, following the coin’s trajectory through the air with his eyes. “A hundred dollars! My Lord, we’ve got some work to do. Give me another figure.”


“A thousand dollars.”


Once again the old man burst out laughing. “If you really believed there was a secret, you’d offer me a whole lot more than that. Go on, try again. If you had money, how much would you be willing to offer me for the secret?”


“I don’t know, let’s say twenty-five thousand.”


“Good, that’s very good. It’s not a lot, but at least you’re making progress.”


The two men talked for a few hours, sometimes walking through the rose garden, sometimes seated, drinking tea, and the millionaire revealed to John the secret that had allowed him to amass his prodigious fortune. John was amazed at how simple it was. Why hadn’t he thought of it? Perhaps because he’d never stopped to consider. Or maybe because he didn’t believe a secret existed.


By the end of their long conversation the millionaire had gotten to know John a lot better, and found he liked him: a man who was that brilliant, and yet who had had such bad luck up to then, merited a little helping hand from destiny. He reached into his pocket, pulled out his roll of bills, and said, “Here.”


John didn’t quite understand at first.


“You’re . . . ?”


“Yes, I’m giving it to you. There’s twenty-five thousand dollars there, give or take a couple of hundred. My pocket money.”


“Twenty-five thousand dollars? You’re giving me twenty-five thousand dollars?”


“Well, actually I’m not giving it to you, I’m lending it to you. One day, five, ten years from now, when you’re rich, you’ll help someone else get started, in the same way that I’m helping you today. Thus the chain will be completed, and what must be accomplished shall be accomplished.”


He paused for a moment, then added, “All my life people have thought of me as a successful businessman. I, on the other hand, have never considered myself anything more than a simple gardener. If I amassed a colossal fortune, it was only to show people of little faith the power of the mind. Whenever you can, concentrate on the heart of the rose. One day you will understand what I’m trying to tell you.”


After handing over the surprising legacy, the old millionaire moved closer to John and, with his right index finger, touched his forehead between the eyes, saying, “Discover who you really are. Truth will set you free.”


Then he left him alone. John felt as if he’d just lived through one of the most important moments of his life, not only because of the incredible sum of money he’d just been given but because there was something magical about his meeting the old millionaire.


Just then Henry entered the dining room and asked John if he’d like to freshen up before leaving. John accepted, realizing that his strange visit to the millionaire’s house was coming to an end. He followed the butler upstairs. Henry stopped at the door to one of the numerous rooms and handed John an envelope, a very large envelope made of exquisite paper and bearing a red wax seal in the form of a rose.


“This is from my master,” the butler explained.


When John opened it, alone in his room, he realized with emotion that the envelope contained the spiritual testament of the old millionaire, a document about sixty pages long. He leafed through it and then, ready to leave, decided he’d better thank his host for all he’d done for him.


He went back down to the dining room, walked through the luxurious living room, but didn’t see the millionaire and thought he might have gone back to the garden. He was not mistaken. But when he got there an incredible surprise awaited him. The old man was stretched out in the middle of a pathway, his face perfectly serene, hands crossed on his chest like someone laid to rest in a tomb, holding a rose.


Overcome with grief, John concluded that the old man was no longer of this world, which was why he had given him his spiritual testament, and the sum of money, a few minutes before.


But how had the old man been able to predict his death? A mystery that would have to go unanswered. The man had been amazing. . . .


After a few seconds had passed, John stepped forward, intending to take the rose as a kind of souvenir of their meeting, but then changed his mind. The flower belonged to the millionaire and would be his final companion.





CHAPTER 3
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In which the young man regains his wings...
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THE FOLLOWING Monday in the Gladstone agency’s large conference room the president of the Russian company, visibly disappointed by James Gate’s shabby, completely unimaginative presentation, rose from his chair. His acolytes immediately followed suit.


“I think we’ll take a look at another agency,” the president declared. “This isn’t what we had in mind.”


Gladstone, devastated, didn’t even bother to protest. Without John, who was nowhere to be found on this Monday morning, neither he nor James Gate, his new vice president, had been able to make the grade. When the Russians had gone, Gladstone’s face—actually, his entire bald skull—grew purple with rage as he turned savagely on Gate.


“Are you a complete idiot or what? Couldn’t you come up with anything better than that? You could have talked about marketing, about strategy . . . . You’re supposed to be an M.B.A., aren’t you?”
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