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Prologue

The Conversation That Changed Everything
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It was a Tuesday morning in Singapore, and I was thirty-seven years old, wearing my best suit, and about to make the most expensive mistake of my professional life.

I remember the air conditioning in that conference room — the way it hummed just slightly louder than the silence between sentences. I remember the view over Marina Bay through the floor-to-ceiling windows, the water catching the early sun in a way that felt, at the time, like a good omen. I remember setting my laptop on the glass table and thinking: I have prepared for this. I am ready.

I was not ready.

His name was Alvin Tan. Vice President of Operations for one of the largest retail supply chain networks in Southeast Asia. Forty-six years old. Meticulous in the way that people become meticulous when they have spent two decades cleaning up other people's messes. He had thick reading glasses that he pushed up his nose whenever a piece of information didn't quite fit the picture he was building. He wore a white shirt, no tie, and the expression of a man who had sat through a great many presentations and expected this one to be much like the rest.

I had forty-two slides.

I had case studies, ROI projections, a competitive analysis, and a pricing structure that represented our absolute best commercial offer. I had rehearsed my opening line in the taxi. I was, by every measure I understood at the time, prepared.

What I did not have was any clear understanding of what Alvin Tan actually needed.

I spent the first twenty minutes walking him through our company history, our service capabilities, our geographic footprint. He listened. He did not interrupt. He pushed his glasses up twice. On slide seventeen — the one with the network map and the blue dots representing our warehouse locations across the region — he asked his first question.


"What problem do you think you're solving for us?"


I looked at him. I smiled. I said something about end-to-end visibility and optimised last-mile delivery.

He nodded slowly. He looked at the map. He said: "I see."

And then he looked out the window, toward the water, and the meeting was over. Not officially — we continued for another thirty minutes. But the decision had been made in that moment, in that pause, in the space between his question and my answer. I had told him what I offered. I had not asked what he needed. I had come to perform, and he had needed a partner.

We did not get the contract.

On the flight home that evening, somewhere over the South China Sea with a glass of whisky I hadn't ordered but accepted anyway, I replayed the conversation from the beginning. And I saw, with a clarity that is only available in retrospect, what I had missed. Not a slide. Not a statistic. Not a better objection-handling line.

I had missed him.

I had been so focussed on delivering my performance that I had never actually looked at the man sitting across the table from me — never asked what kept him awake at night, never explored what failure meant for him personally, never understood that behind the polished conference room and the meticulous white shirt was a professional who had been badly let down by a previous logistics provider and was looking, above everything else, for someone he could trust.

That flight became the beginning of ten years of obsessive study. Not of sales techniques. Not of closing strategies. Of conversations. Of the deep architecture of what happens between two human beings when one of them is trying to solve the other's problem — and how almost everything we are taught about that process is exactly backwards.

The best salespeople in the world are not the best talkers. They are, without exception, the best askers. And more than that: they are the best listeners. Not the polite, waiting-for-my-turn kind. The genuine, hungry, you-might-say-something-that-changes-everything kind.

This book is the product of what I learned. It is everything I wish I had known before I walked into that conference room in Singapore. It is not a collection of techniques or scripts. What this is, instead, is a way of thinking about business conversations that will change every professional relationship you have, for the rest of your career, starting with the very next one.

The framework at the heart of this book I call the Discovery Architecture. It has four layers, and we will go through all of them
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