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For the ones starting out, with the first badge, the first paycheck, and no map.

For the ones inside the corporation, doing the work that keeps it standing.

For the ones carrying a family on what they earn, counting the days between the money that comes in and the money that must go out.

For the independents, who deserve better than learning about money the hard way. I wish you all of it.

For the entrepreneurs, who carry the risk everybody else lives on. You are the backbone of every economy, and most of the time nobody says so.

And for the ambitious, who want to work, and build, and leave something standing.

THIS ONE IS YOURS.




FIRST CROW



Somewhere right now, a phone lights up at three in the morning.

For one reader it is an email that starts with “We regret to inform you.” Fifteen years in the company, gone in two paragraphs. For another it is a red banner across a screen that says “Account suspended.” Reach zero, income zero, no number to call. For a third it is quieter and worse: the bank app, five days before payday, showing a number that cannot carry five days. Different lives, same feeling in the stomach.

I wrote this book for that feeling. Not to comfort it. To end it.

Here is the truth nobody puts in a diploma. Money is a skill. School gave you algebra and the periodic table and never explained a payslip, an invoice, or why the raise you fought for somehow made your life more expensive. So we learn money the way people learn to swim by falling off a boat. Some swim. Most just keep their head above water for forty years and call it a career.

There is a better way to learn, and it has rungs.

The Egg learns. You pay with time, and knowledge is the wage.

The Chick earns. You sell time for money, and the money stops when your time stops.

The Cockerel leads. You are paid for other people’s output.

The Rooster owns. The system is yours, and the risk is too.

The Old Rooster is free. What he owns feeds him.

Nobody invented this ladder. Employee, owner, investor is not a theory somebody thought up in a room. It is a description of how work has been arranged for as long as there has been work, and plenty of books have described it before this one. What I am adding is not the shape. It is twenty years of standing on every rung in order, the price of each one, and the small daily thing that gets you to the next. The map is old. The route notes are mine.

One question runs underneath all five rungs, and it is the only test of ownership this book uses. Who feeds whom? At the bottom you feed the ladder with your hours. At the top the ladder feeds you. Everything in between is the slow reversal of that sentence.

Before you find yourself on that ladder, three warnings, because ladders in real life are not the ladders in books.

First, the ladder is not one way. People slide down it every day. A layoff, a banned account, a company that fails. That is not shame, that is gravity. This book is as much about holding a rung as climbing to the next one.

Second, the title on your door does not tell you where you stand. Money does. A CEO with no ownership is still selling time, just at a better price. A company with no profit is not a throne, it is a cost with a stamp. A million followers on a platform you do not own are a million guests in somebody else’s yard.

Third, and this is the one that makes the whole ladder human. You can stand on two rungs at the same time. You can be an egg at your new job and a rooster in the small thing you built on the side. The rung is not your identity. It is where you stand in one particular part of your life. This book is about career and money, and in both, sometimes you are more than one thing at once.

Why should you listen to me? Because I have stood on every rung, in order, with no steps skipped. Cashier as a teenager. Bank teller at twenty-one. Corporate banker. Manager, then managing director, then regional director across half of Europe, then COO, then CEO and chairman of the board. Then owner, of the good companies and the ones that taught me by failing. Then investor. I started from a minus and I am writing this from the other side of it. Everything in these pages was paid for in full before it was written down.

And why a rooster? Because the rooster crows first. Before sunrise, before the yard stirs, before anyone else believes the day is coming, and nobody can ignore him. That is what this book wants to do for your money. Wake it early, before life forces the waking, which is always more expensive.

One more thing about roosters. They do not crow once. They crow every morning.

How to read this book. Find your rung, because that part will feel like it was written about you. But read from the egg up, because the early rungs are where the cracks start, and cracks travel. The chapters are short on purpose. At the end of each one stands The Rooster’s Call: one action, doable this week, usually today. Read whatever you like, but do the Calls. Reading about swimming never kept anyone above water.

The rooster is about to crow. Turn the page.




PART I
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THE EGG

The Intern

You pay with time to learn. Knowledge is the wage.


YOU ARE HERE IF

you are in your first job or hunting for it; you are studying and working on the side; you have posted a hundred things nobody watched yet; or you are forty and starting over in a new field, which makes you an egg again, and that is not a defeat, that is a beginning.
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Start before you are ready



Nobody feels ready. That is the first secret of every career, and the people at the top hide it the best. The banker on his first morning does not feel like a banker. The founder registering her first company does not feel like a founder. The kid uploading his first video knows how bad it is. Readiness is not a requirement for starting. It is a result of it.

Readiness is not a requirement for starting.
It is a result of it.


Sit on the sidelines and nothing incubates. Every month you wait for the perfect moment, the perfect employer, the perfect idea, the perfect camera, is a month of experience that never gets born. And experience compounds the way money does: the earlier the deposit, the more absurd the final sum. Two people with the same talent, one starts at nineteen and one at twenty-five, and ten years later they are not six years apart. They are a different species apart, because everything the early one learned kept multiplying while the other one was getting ready.

Starting early does not mean starting well. Your first CV will be embarrassing. Your first interview will be worse. Your first hundred posts will be watched by your mother and one bot. Good. That is not failure, that is tuition. A rough start at nineteen costs nothing. The same rough start at thirty-nine has a mortgage watching. And when a start goes publicly wrong, the failed exam, the bombed presentation, the launch nobody came to, the whole difference is decided the same night, alone, shoes still on. Either you decide to continue that night, or you do not. There is no third option.

Twenty years later I can recite the sentences that built my career, and not one of them came with preparation time. “Sit at the counter, there is a line of people waiting.” “From today you manage these people, so lead them.” “Sort out the finances of this company, that is your job now.” “From tomorrow you run the country.” “From tomorrow you run the region, with directors reporting to you.” “You are the operating officer now.” “I cannot make it, go and present to three hundred people, you have an hour.” “In a few months we have an event, and you are speaking to thirty thousand.”

I never said no. Not once. Most of them frightened me and I was genuinely bad at some of them, which is not the interesting part, because at every one of those doors there are only ever two options: quit, or get better. I never quit. That is the entire method, and it costs nothing to copy. Say yes while your hands are still shaking, then go and become the person who was supposed to say it.

One objection belongs here. Start what? Half the people reading this page do not lack courage, they lack direction, and they are waiting for clarity before they move. The secret nobody tells you, at nineteen or at thirty-nine, is that the order is reversed. Direction is not found before motion, it is found in it. Start anything adjacent to what pulls you and the road will show you the next road. Standing still shows you nothing.

And if nineteen is long gone? Then the rule bends without breaking. You cannot start young anymore, but you can start earlier than tomorrow.

THE ROOSTER’S CALL
Make one real start this week. Send the application, ask for the meeting, upload the first thing, register for the course. One concrete move from thinking to doing. Not perfect. Sent.
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The money you learned at home



Before you earned your first coin, you already had an education in money. It happened at the kitchen table, and nobody called it a lesson.

It is an inheritance, not a life sentence.


You heard sentences. “Money does not grow on trees.” “Rich people forgot how to be human.” “We are not the kind of family that has.” Or the opposite ones: “Money solves everything.” “Spend it while you are alive.” Whatever the sentences were, they went in early and they went in deep, and today they vote in every financial decision you make, silently, from the back row.

This is your inherited money paradigm, and here is the point of this chapter. It is an inheritance, not a life sentence. Your parents handed you the best map they had. But it was a map of their terrain: their country, their crisis, their salary system, their fears, most of them earned honestly. You are walking different ground. A map of 1995 will faithfully guide you into a wall that was built in 2015. Keep the gratitude. Redraw the map.

What you believe about money shapes what you do about money, and what you do, repeated for decades, becomes what your life looks like. That is not mysticism, that is mechanics. A person convinced that money is dirty will always find a way not to hold it too long. A person convinced that wanting more is greed will negotiate like an apology. The belief pulls the behavior, year after year, until the belief is looked at in daylight.

So look at it. Not to judge your parents, they gave you what they had, but to inventory. The sorting test is a single question. Does this belief describe how money works, or only how money felt in one house, in one decade? Some of what they handed you is gold. Work has dignity, debts get paid, a given word holds. Keep those, they will carry you. But the beliefs that were built out of fear, scarcity, or a world that no longer exists, those you are allowed to put down. Unlearning is not betrayal. It is what the inheritance was for.

I can tell you the exact spot where my own paradigm was built. A small piggy bank. Everything went in: grandmother money, grandfather money, pocket money, the first coins I ever earned. It was always full. Full enough that my sister raided it, and I refilled it anyway. To this day my family asks me the same question: “How is it possible that you always have money?” They are looking for a trick. It is the piggy bank. The house around me believed in not-having, and I answered that fear the only way a child can. I built a habit. The same inheritance could have taught me that money always runs out. Instead it taught me to be the place where money stays.

THE ROOSTER’S CALL
Write down the three sentences about money you heard most often growing up. Next to each
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