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INTRODUCTION

Success.

Yes.

It’s the best!

Except… well… when it isn’t. Or when the success you get isn’t exactly what you had in mind. Or when you’re on the ground, face covered in dirt or shame, staring up ahead at what you wanted slipping slowly (or quickly!) away.

Right now, chances are that you see a lot of success all around you. Teachers in your schools may highlight certain students for good grades or sports ability or other achievements. Your parents or guardians may talk about siblings who have done truly astounding things. Your social media feeds may feature friends and enemies alike who all (all!) are doing some truly amazing things, in some truly amazing places, with some truly amazing people—and doing most of it much better than you and me.

But wait.

These versions of success are two things, guaranteed: (1) They’re not the full story. (2) They’re maybe not even the versions of success you want.

I remember when I was growing up long, long ago, in a galaxy far, far away called Windsor, Connecticut, baseball seemed like the only way for me to prove myself as a boy. Many of my friends were really into baseball, loved it, and played it pretty darn well. Enter Luke Reynolds. I would get up to bat, take a breath, and then proceed to strike out.

Over and over again, I’d strike out.

I remember standing at the home plate in my tight, tight pants (that itched uncontrollably!) and being terrified that a pitch was going to hit me. I would have much rather written a poem about the death-intent fastball than been standing at the plate waiting for it to come right at me.

But writing a poem about a fastball didn’t seem like a viable version of success for me as a young boy. Baseball was what it was all about. Baseball was where triumph was won.

Need to overcome fear?

Baseball was the way to do it!

Need to show leadership?

Baseball again, yeah!

Need to learn the power of community and working together?

Yup. You guessed it. Baseball.

And so, I tried my hands again and again at that epic terrain, hoping to learn and then showcase these successful life skills.

Yet every Saturday, as I waited for fastballs that I believed mocked me ruthlessly en route to the home plate, all I could really think about doing was writing poetry. I would have much rather been up in the tree fort that my dad had built, where I hammered in some stray boards to build myself a little corner desk facing what I thought, at the time, was a stream (it was actually a sewer), writing…

Poetry.

But in my boyhood, baseball was cool. Baseball was where one proved oneself.

Poetry was not.

What I needed to learn, standing there on that baseball field, was that sometimes, our versions of success need to change in order for us to embrace the experiences we actually want to pursue.

In the book you’re now holding, you’ll see this theme emerge, with amazing people like Alan Naiman, Mindy Kaling, and Grace Hopper, who all had to reject society’s version of success for them in order to break into their own definition of what it means to succeed, in their own way, and using their own unique set of skills and abilities.

But getting honest with ourselves about what we really believe we need to pursue is no guarantee that triumph is going to arrive because of it.

I eventually stopped playing baseball (or should I say, trying to play baseball) and started writing more and more poetry. But that didn’t mean that the New Yorker or any other revered magazine was about to come knocking at my door saying something like…


Luke!

We have heard the oft-told tales of your heretofore mentioned struggles with the athletically inscribed activity known as “baseball” and how you finally chose to relinquish your pursuits in the heretofore mentioned arena and instead pursue the subsequent desire to write poetry. Ah, what a lovely and courageous choice! We would now like to publish any poems that you craft, but may we humbly suggest that you write your first poem to be published by us about a death-intent fastball that mocks you en route to the plate?

Sincerely,

the New Yorker Poetry People



Nope. A letter like that never came. Instead, an awful lot of failure and rejection came with poetry (and every other kind of writing I’ve ever attempted!).

You’ll find that the stories of every single one of the people (and places and things!) profiled in this book had the same basic trajectory. Why? Because there is an important commonality among us all regarding what it means to be human (or, in the case of places and things, run by humans): we all fail.

We all make mistakes. We all struggle.

Those struggles look vastly different, and not all struggles are equal in their intensity or in their scope. But I guarantee you this: none of the pictures on social media tell anything close to the true story of a person’s journey. Behind the seemingly happy and perfectly placed photos, there are stories of struggle, of failure, of confusion, of fear, of hurt, and of wonder.

I know this not because I am a sage but because I know myself, and I know the students I have taught for almost twenty years in high school, middle school, adult education programs, and now college. And I’ve learned one basic thing from all of them: we fail.

What is powerful about our human condition is not that we somehow gain an ability to live without failing or without making mistakes or without being rejected but rather that we can learn how to embrace failures and struggles as part of our story, so that we can move on from them.

The people profiled and explored in this second volume of Fantastic Failures are admirable and beautiful to me not because they’ve done things perfectly but because they have grappled with their own struggles with honesty and resolve. These are people I admire, appreciate, and want to emulate. I share their stories here, with you, in the hope that you will understand that you are not alone; those profiled in this book need help to keep moving forward, just the way you and I do.

Welcome to the human family. None of us gets it right the first time, but by being honest about that, we can have a lot more fun (and hope) along the journey. See you out there in the dirt, and let’s both be ready to extend a hand and help the other up. After all, we’re family, right?
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1 BARACK OBAMA


Consider the scene: a young man flanked by well-connected parents is announced as the forty-fourth president of the United States of America. Cue the crowd. The country is united, and Barack Obama’s journey to the microphone onstage fills him with reminders of how seamless—how truly easy—the quest has been. Red carpets were rolled out for him and his wife, Michelle, everywhere they went. Widely respected, he never had to deal with attacks on his character or his name. And all of his previous races for office—at the state and national levels—were met with resounding successes as well. Indeed, this night is a fitting capstone to a journey marked by victory after victory. Obama takes a deep breath, thankful that he has not had to deal with heartrending defeat and rejection, and he begins his acceptance speech.

Not!

Barack Obama was indeed elected as the forty-fourth president of the United States of America, beginning his term in 2008. But his path to reach that pinnacle included far more failure and rejection than we can imagine. Case in point: In 2000, Obama attempted to be the Democratic nominee for the First District from the state of Illinois for the United States House of Representatives. This race would decide who would run for the House for the Democratic Party, and Obama was hoping he’d be the choice. Instead, he lost the race by thirty percentage points to his rival, Bobby Rush. Obama received a total of 31 percent of the votes in the election.1

Think about that. In the year 2000, running for the House of Representatives, the man who would become president of the entire country only eight years later received less than one-third of the support of one district in Illinois. This is after he had campaigned hard, knocked on door after door to introduce himself to people, given countless speeches, and participated in endless fundraisers.

Consider studying hard for a big test that’s coming up. It’s huge. You’ve got the date marked on your calendar. Circled. Your teacher has said repeatedly that this test counts for a lot of your final grade. So, it’s go time! You study night after night, work with friends, memorize and talk the ideas through, and practice, practice, practice (and then practice some more). The big day finally arrives. You take the test, feeling like you gave it all you had. And after your teacher tallies the results, there is a big 31% on top of the first page, circled in bloodred marker.

Ugh.

What gives?!

You feel floored. Defeated. And, let’s be honest, kind of hopeless. You gave it your all, and what did you receive in return?

Thirty-one percent.

Like Obama.

So, how do you think that made him feel? Do you now think you can imagine it?

But when a friend of his tried to re-inspire Obama by suggesting a trip to the Democratic Convention later that year, where Al Gore would be officially announced as the candidate for president, Obama agreed that maybe it was what he needed to reignite the spark.

There was just one problem: he had no money.

Okay, actually there was a second problem: no one knew who he was.

Okay, actually, to be completely honest, there was a third problem as well: he couldn’t even get into most of the convention.

After Obama’s flight landed in Los Angeles, he went to the rental car desk because he next had to drive to the convention at the Staples Center. Unfortunately, the attendant at the counter informed Obama that he would not be able to rent a car. His American Express credit card had been maxed out! He had used his last bit of available credit to buy the plane ticket to LA, but once there, it looked like he might not even be able to make it the last part of the journey to the convention center!2

Imagine a deep passion of yours—whether art or basketball or ballet—and using your last bit of energy to get to the art show or the championship game or the dance recital. You were not going to be in the show, game, or recital, but you wanted to be in the audience because you knew that passion was a part of you and what you still hoped to do in the future. But then you got turned away before you could even arrive at the site!

Obama finally convinced the sales associate at the car place to let him rent a car, and Obama finally made it to the Staples Center and the 2000 Democratic Convention. Whew! Now that he was there, people would realize that he was a truly gifted individual.

Right?

They would realize that here was a person who could one day be president!

Right?

They would realize that they should definitely let him in to interact with the leaders of the party and the nominee for president, Al Gore.

Right?

Wrong. Obama made it to LA and then to the Staples Center and the convention, but he still couldn’t get inside the actual doors. He couldn’t hear the most important speeches, and he even left before the final day, when Al Gore officially accepted the nomination and gave his acceptance speech. In an interview with David Axelrod, who would become Obama’s senior advisor during his presidential run, Obama noted, “They [gave] me the pass that basically only allows you to be in the halls. The ring around the auditorium doesn’t actually allow you to see anything.”3 Obama later wrote about the experience, “I ended up watching most of the speeches on various television screens scattered around the Staples Center.”4 With a wife and young daughter back at home in Chicago—and another baby on the way shortly—Obama had no money, no direction, and was literally standing outside the doors of the career he had passionately thought he wanted.
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I ended up watching most of the speeches on various television screens scattered around the Staples Center.

—Barack Obama
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So, a brief recap: Obama had lost his 2000 congressional primary race to represent Illinois in the US House of Representatives. He had earned only 31 percent of the vote. Because of the extreme effort and energy required during this fierce campaign, he had used essentially all the money he had and had maxed out his credit card as well. Then, when he attempted to attend the national convention, he wasn’t even allowed into the room. Dick Durbin, the US senator representing Illinois, commented about Obama at the 2000 convention, “I have no memory of him there. It was a disastrous trip for him.”5


FROM WEAK TO PEAK!

Even though she lost her political race for a state senate seat in Illinois, Ida B. Wells accomplished astronomical amounts while working toward justice: as a newspaper editor at the turn of the nineteenth century, Wells bravely wrote about lynching and demanded justice for victims. She also established programs for kindergartners, a women’s group, and a suffrage organization for African American women.



How did all this feel? What did it make Obama think? He shared, “I felt as if I was a third wheel in this whole thing. I ended up leaving early, and that was the stage when I was really questioning whether I should be in politics.”6
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The eventual forty-fourth president of the United States of America, who was elected not once but twice to the highest office in the country, once felt like he was a third wheel. Like he didn’t belong. Think about what that means for you and me, and for your best friend, Jada. (How did I know your best friend’s name was Jada? This book involves a lot of research, so I research everything!) That means that if you or I (or, yup, your best friend, Jada) feel like a third wheel in something, it doesn’t necessarily mean that we don’t belong. And it definitely doesn’t mean that we’ll never belong. All it means is that in one precise moment, we feel ignored.

Rejected.

Unseen.

Unappreciated.

Unknown.

But we are not alone! Obama felt that way, too, yet he found a way to keep moving forward. You may be standing at the doors of your own convention center right now, trying to find a way in and hearing those in power tell you, “Sorry, you don’t have the right credentials. You’re not allowed.” They may even slam the door in your face.


NOT DIMINISHED… FINISHED!

Louisa May Alcott became a sensationally successful author when her novel Little Women was published, but it took her years of struggle and rejection before she was able to break through with this novel, which is still widely read today.



You may find yourself relegated to the hall, where you watch the action on a television set rather than in real life.

That’s okay.

That’s part of the journey. And if that convention center is a place you know you want to be, or a place where you know your voice needs to be heard, represented, paid attention to—then you won’t give up. You won’t politely allow those in power to tell you to back off, to go find somewhere else to frequent. No, you’ll learn, you’ll grow, you’ll keep using your voice (or creating your art, or dribbling your basketball, or doing your pirouettes), because you know that one day you’ll come back to those doors with a voice so powerful that no one will be able to ignore you anymore.

That’s exactly what Obama did. Over the years, he hadn’t just lost political races and been turned away at conventions. He had grown accustomed to being pulled from airport security lines because of the sound of his name, and he had become used to people wondering, Who is this guy? Never heard of him!


HAVE GRIT—DON’T SPLIT!

Author J. R. R. Tolkien, who would create the phenomenon Lord of the Rings trilogy, struggled with his academics at the University of Oxford until he switched into the study of languages. He also served on the front line in World War II and had to overcome his wartime trauma to eventually craft his masterpiece.



But in 2004, the day after Obama gave the keynote address for the Democratic Convention at the Fleet Center in Boston, Massachusetts, a story long in the making took a fascinating turn. One of his advisors, Robert Gibbs, shared this revealing moment about the aftermath of Obama’s rousing speech: “We got close to the Fleet Center and a group of Boston cops walked over to shake his hand, having heard the speech the night before.”7

Instead of locking Obama out, police officers charged with providing security for the convention were seeking Obama out to shake his hand. They were grateful for his message! His words had been heard; he had found his mission and his place.

Your own journey will look different from Obama’s, and the place where you feel rejected or like a third wheel may not be the exact place where you later thrive. Sometimes, as you will read in other chapters, failure and rejection help us find new passions, new opportunities, and new stories to explore. Other times, as it happened for Obama, failure and rejection help to birth resolve in our hearts, so we can eventually push open the doors before which we once found ourselves barred.

As you face closed doors and your own longing to belong, remember that this is temporary. This situation—this rejection, this failure—is not permanent. Keep moving forward, keep using your voice, keep making your art, dribbling your basketball, and turning your toes to help your body rise. Closed doors are not the end of your story, but rather, just one chapter of your journey.
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Now a massively famous writer and intellectual whose work and words are cause for celebration and fierce debate, Ta-Nehisi Coates once used to wonder where his next meal was coming from.

In 2007, Coates was thirty-one years old, had never graduated from college even though he attended Howard University earlier in his life, and was trying to figure out a path forward for himself, his wife, and their son. He had wanted to be a writer—but putting food on the table as a writer wasn’t easy. Additionally, he had lost all three of his most recent jobs. In short, nothing really seemed to be working out. Coates later wrote, bluntly, “This story began, as all writing must, in failure.”8 Instead of surging toward his hopes and dreams, Coates was collecting unemployment money from the government to help get by, and because of this, he took a government-sponsored seminar. He found himself sitting in a state office building in New York City, listening to people expound upon the need to work hard and take responsibility for yourself. He was trying to do just that! His wife had a job, and he hoped that he could soon find a way to make enough to not need the government checks. But nothing was working out.

However, a year later, in 2008, his first book, The Beautiful Struggle, was published.

A book deal!

Success! Exactly the thing Coates had been longing for!

But the publication did little to change things. Sales were low, and people didn’t seem all that interested in or excited by the book. But Coates kept writing and continued to hope that his work would take off. When The Beautiful Struggle was rereleased in paperback, the tide slowly began to change. Readers took note, paid attention, and followed his work. It helped, too, that he began writing for the large, mainstream magazine the Atlantic. One of his most compelling and widely circulated articles for the magazine, “The Case for Reparations,” explored his argument that America needs to make amends—in the form of money due—to descendants of those who were kidnapped, tortured, and enslaved throughout this country’s history and making.9

The piece catapulted his words and his work and soon led to the publication of another book, Between the World and Me. Unlike his first book, which caused little stir or acknowledgment, his second sold out before it reached many bookstores! Orders flew in, and the books flew off the shelves.

Colleges began assigning it to incoming freshmen; readers and intellectuals began debating it; and soon it became part of—and started, in some cases—a national conversation about race and racism in America.

While walking the streets of New York in 2007, Coates felt a deep sense of fear, shame, and despair. These emotions did not last forever. Instead, out of failure, his story took a turn toward something that would shake a nation and stir up discussion, debate, and possibility.

But Coates wasn’t content with only intellectuals and academics debating his work. Instead, he also accepted an invitation to become a writer for new issues of the Black Panther comic books series. He is also writing a screenplay, entitled Wrong Answer, to be directed by Ryan Coogler (read more about him in chapter 6!) and to star Michael B. Jordan.10

Coates may once have wandered in despair, but now he is creating and articulating with flair.
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2 KEHKASHAN BASU


As a young girl growing up in Dubai, Kehkashan Basu decided from a very young age that she wanted to use her life to help the environment. Knowing that the scope of the problem was large, she enlisted the aid of adults in her community and beyond who had always respected both her gender and her age. Others who had already achieved great things viewed her fondly and encouraged each step she took, whether she organized tree-planting missions or became the leader of her own environmental start-up. Male leaders, especially, were deeply glad to see such a young girl desire to be her own CEO of the organization she started; they encouraged Basu every step along the way!

Wellll… not exactly.

Kehkashan Basu did know from an incredibly early age that she wanted to make a difference in the world through environmental causes and progress. As she has told the story, her birth on June 5, 2002, was a significant factor in her knowing she was meant to change the world through her support of the environment. June 5 is World Environment Day, and by the time she was only eight years old, she had decided her mission.1

Basu began by planting one seed—a single seed—right outside her own busy apartment block in Dubai. Then, she decided to plant more seeds, and more seeds, and more seeds. She enlisted the aid of friends and classmates and started leading them on excursions to plant seeds wherever they could. They also cleaned up areas that had become overrun with pollution and waste. At first, her friends thought this might be boring work, but they soon came to see how important and thrilling it could be, as Basu led them on foot or, sometimes, in kayaks. Wherever she went, trees sprang up, contributing a powerful offset to the dangerous levels of carbon dioxide filling the ozone layer.3


HOLD THE BOLD!

In 1969, star outfielder Curt Flood became the first baseball player to argue for what would come to be known as free agency. An African American player, Flood endured a variety of trials throughout his time in Major League Baseball, and when his team wanted to trade him, Flood powerfully responded, “After 12 years in the major leagues I do not feel that I am a piece of property to be bought and sold irrespective of my wishes.”2



Four years later, by the time she was twelve years old, what had begun as an informal tree-planting mission for Basu and her friends had bloomed into a massive enterprise, including her starting her own nonprofit organization, called Green Hope (greenhopefoundation.com). Green Hope’s mission would bring Basu’s commitment to a whole new level and spread her efforts worldwide. With over 15,000 members, and still under Basu’s leadership, the organization continues to plant trees but also has expanded to include work with refugee populations, assisting children in poverty, and fighting for the rights and voices of girls and women. Such efforts grew out of Basu’s own journey to fight for what she believed was both right and essential.4

When she started Green Hope, she heard criticisms against her because of her age and her gender. Basu was often asked why she wanted to lead an organization that had grown so large and become connected to areas all around the world. To many people, it made no sense for a young woman to lead such an organization, and they encouraged her to let a man lead instead. Leadership was “something for males,” they told her.5 This kind of attack was nothing new for Basu. Before she started Green Hope, even before she planted that first tree at age eight, Basu had wanted to be a pilot. People responded with incredulity, reprimanding her, saying that such a career goal was, again, something for males, not females.
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But instead of relinquishing control of her organization or heeding such attacks on her ability because of her gender, Basu fought harder and spread her message, her work, and her mission even further.

By the time she was sixteen years old, in 2018, she had won the International Children’s Peace Prize for her work aiding the environment, refugees, children, and girls and women. Later that same year, she was one of the featured speakers at the One Young World Summit in The Hague, Netherlands. Instead of listening to her critics, she turned their attacks into fuel to forge forward.6

If you’ve ever been told you cannot pursue something because of your gender or age, Basu is a powerful ally for you to consider. Just because certain roles in your community, town, city, state, or country may have been occupied by people of one gender or by people older than a certain age, that doesn’t mean it will inevitably remain that way. Before Basu led her own huge nonprofit, she didn’t have an example of a young woman doing the same. That didn’t mean it was impossible; that meant it hadn’t been done before in a way that she could replicate. Just because you do not know someone who identifies as your specific gender doing what you envision yourself loving doesn’t mean it can’t (or won’t!) happen.


PLUCK ENOUGH!

The Nobel Prize in Medicine is a pretty big deal. Actually, it’s the biggest deal within medical research and practice. When Dr. Harold Varmus won it in 1989, it was especially powerful because Harvard Medical School had rejected Varmus from admission not once but twice. The second time, the dean of the medical school told Varmus he was “inconstant and immature.”



It may just mean you need to fight to be the first.

The journey to walk against the words of others who seem to know better, appear wiser, or claim the mantle of expertise is difficult, to be sure. It never feels good to be told you’re doing something wrong or that you’re messing up the way things should be. But by following your passion to make the world better, you become part of the world’s unfolding story of people who resist suffocating boxes to create more opportunities for all of us.

That’s what Basu has done and what she continues to try to do.
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Adults tended to be cynical, even dismissive. However, children were the opposite.

—Kehkashan Basu
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If you’ve ever shared a big vision, idea, or hope with someone older, and heard a response that included something like “That’s not really how the world works,” you are in good company! As Basu led Green Hope to a variety of places and spaces, she often heard adults who disregarded or criticized her mission. She shared, “Adults tended to be cynical, even dismissive. However, children were the opposite.”7 Many adults had become used to understanding the environment a certain way and viewed any attempts to change the current trajectory with an air of defeat and impossibility. But instead of accepting this premise, Basu found that young people still believed in the potential to change the effects of carbon dioxide, the health conditions of the world’s cities, the status of refugees, the poverty rate among children, and the way girls and women are viewed in countries all over the world.


CRAVE THE BRAVE!

Ever wanted to make a team or get into a special program, only to have the powers that be tell you no? You are in good company. Among those who have heard a resounding no from their first-choice colleges are United States presidents Barack Obama and Harry Truman and actors Tom Hanks and Tina Fey. They got into other schools… and ended up doing pretty well anyway.



None of these things, for Basu, are static. None of them are immovable or unchangeable. Instead of lamenting the state of what is, Basu constantly fights to develop what could be, even if that fight appears, on its face, to be simple or insignificant: She plants a tree. She helps a refugee child among the Rohingya. She hands out a solar lamp.8 She talks to another teen, sharing how they can join the effort. In this way, fear turns into hope and paralysis turns into action. Basu explained, “You actually need to go out into the field and do something physically. Even if you can’t physically do it, work with someone who [can].”9 Basu believes that if you want to change the world, you have to remain close to the seed, and you have to continually get your hands dirty, digging that hole and planting it. Never lose sight of the need to stay actively involved with what you long to change.
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Older people may try to diminish your vision or your idea because they simply haven’t seen it before or because they don’t think you have enough expertise or information. But here’s a powerful truth: no one does—not even the adults! There is always more to learn, and people who call themselves experts still have a lot of learning to do. (In fact, sometimes the people who think of themselves as the very best experts have the most learning to do because their heads can get so full of what they know that there is little room to be proven wrong, to perceive a new way, or to entertain a new idea).

Your work in this world is crucial. If you’re young, then we desperately need your ideas, your experiences, your view, because you might bring a new way of understanding or doing something that we have never before considered. You might find a way through the problem, a breakthrough that can help all of us. Your age is no detractor from your ability; instead, it enhances what you might do in this world, as Basu has proven, and continues to prove, with her work and voice.
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3 ALAN NAIMAN


Dressing in shoes so spiffy and shiny you could see the whole world reflecting in them, Alan Naiman was a guy who knew the definition of success. Getting his start as a banker, Naiman invested his money wisely so that it grew, and grew, and grew, and… you get the point. This guy had a lot of money. And even though he was rich, he still did his part to help others, working as a social worker as well. He always made sure to dress to impress, including with Rolex watches, and he drove a high-class Porsche 718 Boxster, which cost $60,000—mere change in the deep pockets of Naiman. He worked hard, at some points in his life taking on three jobs at a time! Naiman was a man who knew what success meant and knew how to show others that he had, indeed, made it.

In fact… no!

While Alan Naiman did get his start as a banker, and he did also transition to a career as a social worker, he lived nothing like that first paragraph represents. Actually, quite the opposite. Friends of his even commented that rather than buy a pair of new shoes when his old ones got holey and wore out, Naiman preferred to repair them with duct tape and keep using them.1


SWERVE WITH NERVE!

Rodney Stotts is an inspiring licensed falconer, but his path to get there was both long and arduous. Growing up surrounded by gangs and drugs, Stotts said he made a lot of mistakes and was often confused about his direction. When an owl named Mr. Hoots landed on his arm during his work with Earth Conservation Corps, things changed. Stotts now conducts training and educational programs and inspires a new generation of earth-friendly, falcon-loving people.



Duct tape.

Duct tape!

Imagine looking down at your feet and seeing holes pulling open in your shoes. If you can afford new ones, is your first thought, I wonder if anyone at school has some duct tape I can borrow to tape these up because I don’t want new ones? That, in a symbol, was Alan Naiman.

While he did start off his career as a successful banker, after a few years, he transitioned to become a social worker in the state of Washington. His job included finding homes for children whose parents were unable to care for them. He worked hard and often put in overtime to make sure every kid had a safe place to live.2

People who knew Naiman considered him a quiet, kind soul who did his job diligently and with the belief that it mattered. Kids loved and appreciated him, and the adults he contacted to help take care of the kids in his case files viewed him as sensitive, thoughtful, and hardworking.

One friend joked that Naiman was also incredibly frugal, never wanting to spend more money than he absolutely had to. Once, Naiman even boasted that he had gone an entire day—and had a lot of fun—without spending a single dime. Finding free ways to enjoy his life, Naiman appeared, to everyone’s eyes, to be a humble man just doing his best to get by and make as much of a difference as he could.3


FAIL…THEN PREVAIL!

Astronaut Neil Armstrong’s first mission with NASA, the Gemini VIII, had to abruptly stop and return to Earth because of complications. Armstrong and fellow astronaut David Scott had made it to Earth’s orbit, but after a brief eleven hours, they found themselves crashing into the Pacific Ocean in need of rescue. Three years later, on July 20, Armstrong would become the first person to step onto the surface of the moon.



Not exactly a ringing endorsement of what modern culture tells us about success, right? Do you ever see commercials or hear epic pop, rock, or hip-hop songs that have any version of the following message:

Money? No, thanks, no way!

Fame? Be gone yesterday and today!

I just want to do a little job,

Eat some corn on the cob,

Duct tape on my shoes,

Listen to some blues.

Don’t want to be rich

(No No No)

Don’t want to be famous

(Whoa whoa whoa)

Just want to be humble,

Just want to bumble.

Twitter followers?

NO, THANKS.

Bank account?

NO, THANKS.

Suave clothes?

NO, THANKS.

Reputation?

NO, THANKS!

You get the picture. (Did you make up your own rhythm and jingle as you read those mind-shattering lyrics? I sure did.)


FROM WEAK TO PEAK!

Struggling with a writing assignment you’ve got to do? Hang in there. Critically acclaimed author Ali Benjamin has said that when she was writing her bestselling novel The Thing about Jellyfish, she was there too: “I was so frustrated with my own ability to get it right, I literally walked around holding a pencil between my teeth in order to stay positive.”4



Our society celebrates money, fame, style, reputation, appearance, and social media numbers and equates all of these with success. Don’t have some of those? You can still work harder to get them. And you better get working, fast! Quick, post loads of stuff on social media and try to get everyone to follow and share! Don’t have any of these things? Then you might be viewed as a failure, our culture roars.

But Naiman debunked this whole concept of what it means to succeed. Instead of pointing to a massive social media following, an insanely expensive sports car, a mansion, his own reality television show, or anything else like that, he quietly helped kids find homes.

Naiman quietly treated other people with dignity.

Naiman noticed his shoes were breaking, quietly grabbed a roll of duct tape, and then bent down to fix them.
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Naiman noticed his shoes were breaking, quietly grabbed a roll of duct tape, and then bent down to fix them.
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And when he died, early in 2019, Naiman quietly left approximately $11 million to a variety of charities that work to care for kids in need.5

ELEVEN MILLION DOLLARS.

The only time he revealed how wealthy he was—just how big his bank account really had gotten—was after his death.

No one could thank him.

No one could do a story that he would hear and see for himself on the news.

He couldn’t do a big social media post and reveal to the world how awesome and cool and famous he should be for his actions, thereby ensuring loads of social media followers and shares and reshares, and reshares of those reshares, and reshares of those reshares of those reshares, and… you get the point.

One of the organizations that received some of this massive gift was the Pediatric Interim Care Center (PICC). Devoted to caring for babies who are born with drug addictions due to the mother’s use, the PICC helps the babies break the addiction and tries to restore their health. Founded by Barbara Drennan, this group receives about two hundred babies a year from hospitals and slowly nurses them back to health. The PICC had a big mortgage on their building and a need for some new wheels to help get the babies from the hospital to the interim care site. But after Naiman’s gift, those needs were filled. Drennan, after learning of the gift, said, “We would never dream that something like this would happen to us. I wish very much that I could have met him. I would have loved to have had him see the babies he’s protecting.”6
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We would never dream that something like this would happen to us. I wish very much that I could have met him. I would have loved to have had him see the babies he’s protecting.

—Barbara Drennan
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Naiman wasn’t after the kind of success our culture so typically celebrates. He wasn’t after fame and recognition. He wasn’t angling to be seen making grand promises and gestures and stepping boldly to a microphone to lead the way.

Sometimes, genuine success and leadership are quiet.

In a world where noise and action and flurry and turning up the mic are often portrayed as the only way to be successful, Naiman showed an alternate route. Can you imagine what people might have thought as they watched a man wearing duct-taped shoes rush with a bunch of kids in tow, one place to the next?

What would you think?

Probably not: That’s my idol right there! I want those shoes! I want that life!

There is nothing wrong with dreaming big, with embracing the microphone, and with sharing about your brave deeds or kind actions. There is nothing wrong with striving and working hard and dreaming of the big stage.

However, this is not the only form of success.

If you find that the stage and the spotlight don’t make your heart beat fast, if you find that earning lots of money and amassing social media followers don’t actually bring you much deep joy, then please hear this: there is nothing wrong with you!

Your version and your vision of success may look like failure to many in the world. But what’s wildly popular can sometimes lead you away from who you truly are, rather than toward your authentic self.

Naiman may have looked to the world like a walking antonym of success, but the kids he helped to find homes for and the charities he sustained by the generous gifts after his death know differently. They know better.

Naiman may have fallen, according to many of the world’s standards. But by the standards of his own heart, he was wildly, brilliantly successful.

How might you be wildly, brilliantly successful according to your heart’s standards, rather than the world’s?


[image: Image] The Flop Files: Virginia Apgar [image: Image]



When a new baby comes into the world in any hospital in America, one of the first things that happens is that the baby is assessed to see how they are doing. Within one minute of life, the baby is ranked and rated based on something called the APGAR score, created in 1949. As a dad of three—soon to be four—I can tell you firsthand how crucial this score is to knowing how safe and healthy the baby is! The word APGAR is an acronym for the five characteristics of the baby that the score measures: appearance, pulse, grimace, activity, and respiration.7

But the word APGAR also names a person, and an amazing one at that.

Virginia Apgar went to Mount Holyoke College. To pay for her classes, she worked a variety of jobs, including as a waitress and a stray-cat catcher! When she left Mount Holyoke in 1929, she went to medical school at Columbia University, graduating with her degree in 1933. Out of the class of ninety people, there were only nine women, and she was one of them.8

Apgar wanted to become a surgeon, but her mentor at Columbia rejected her pursuits. He explained, as Apgar recounted, “Even women won’t go to a woman surgeon.”9 Apgar refused to cease her medical career because of this rejection. Instead, she became interested in anesthesiology. At the time, it was seen as a lesser-than pursuit in the medical field, and Apgar worked hard to change that perspective. With her help, its status eventually elevated so that anesthesiology became its own area of study.

This huge growth for the field—and her own initiative and involvement in this change—would seem to guarantee her position as a leader in anesthesiology, right?

Not so much.

Columbia University, from which she had graduated with a medical degree, didn’t hire her to lead the burgeoning field. As Apgar’s friend, Melinda Beck, claimed, “She was passed over for a man to head the new department at Columbia.”10 This second rejection still didn’t slow down Apgar, though.

Instead, she became a professor at Columbia’s medical school and continued her own studies alongside her teaching. Then, a groundbreaking moment occurred in a seemingly quite normal way: She was eating lunch in the school cafeteria when a student inquired about what should be done to figure out if a newborn baby was healthy and doing okay or not. Apgar began writing down, off the cuff, some notes of what a doctor should look for.

One thousand babies and two years later, these notes became the APGAR score criteria. By 1952, the score was becoming more and more legitimized and was used in ever-widening circles.

The brilliant woman who had been rejected from becoming a surgeon and been rejected from leading a department of anesthesiology had instead revolutionized the way medical staff evaluated and responded to newborn babies. And in a truly ironic twist, while her name was rejected from academic posts and job positions, it also became one of the most common words used by medical staff around the country The APGAR score is ever-present, even though the doctor with that name wasn’t always recognized or accepted by those around her.

[image: Image]
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