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  Introduction


  Who Are You and Why Have You Come to This Book?


  This may seem like an odd question to ask at the outset of a book you’re already reading, but I can assure you, your answer will be one of the most important you’ve ever thought about. In fact, while you are thinking about that particular inquiry, let me throw a few more questions at you to help put you in the right frame of mind for what lies ahead in the coming chapters.


  Whether you are nineteen or fifty, are you feeling frustrated living on the “hamster wheel” of just getting by or barely making ends meet? Making ends meet—what does that even mean, anyway? Maybe you are faced with the difficult choice of whether to pursue an expensive four-year degree or jump into a trade school and learn a much-needed skill. Are you a college graduate who has found the job market challenging? Or better yet, are you the parent of a college-age child who just isn’t college material and you are wondering what he or she is going to make of him- or herself? Maybe you are thinking of changing your currently well-established career to do something you are truly passionate about but fear the uncertainty?


  IF THE ANSWERS TO ANY OF THESE QUESTIONS IS YES, THEN READ ON—THIS BOOK is for you.


  SO IF ANY OF THESE ARE YOU, LET ME JUST SAY THIS RIGHT FROM THE START: “CONGRATULATIONS.” I am thrilled for you! It looks like you’re ready to make your own way. You’re ready to follow your own path, a path that may or may not follow what society or your family or friends expect from you. What do I mean by that? Well, when we begin to think about what the rest of our lives are going to look like, many of us are faced with a multitude of options, which oftentimes can require difficult decisions. You might also call them choices. Life is a long series of choices we make on a daily basis. As mentioned earlier, one of them may be whether or not to pursue a higher education with its customary mountain of debt. You know the drill: Go to college. Take out school loans. Graduate. Get a forty-hour-a-week desk job. Work for corporate America. Try to climb the proverbial ladder.


  If the sound of this conventional path doesn’t appeal much to you, then all I have to say is: You may be right; it certainly didn’t for me. Yet no matter your current situation, today is the day you can begin to see what the rest of your life could become.


  So now you’ve got this book in your hands, and it is going to help you see that the life you envision for yourself is certainly within reach. What kind of life? Well, I have given this some serious thought over many years, and I have come to the conclusion that a life of comfort, peace, and financial freedom is the ultimate goal. Not just one of those, but all three. I’ll explain more on that a bit later, but suffice it to say for now that I’m going to be discussing these concepts, comfort, peace, and freedom, so often throughout this book that many times, they’ll simply be abbreviated as “C, P, and F.” This book is going to show you how to build a life that you get to design, build, and control . . . one that includes these three essential features. And best of all, it’s going to show you how to create that life without necessarily having a fancy degree to get it done.


  So many times on this journey of mine, I have been asked this question: Why are you writing this book? Well, there were times I wondered the same thing myself. And yet I quickly came to some very important answers, the most important of which is you. Yes, you. Because I AM you. I wrote this book for every person, young and old, who feels like they’re not fully utilizing their talents, skills, and unique gifts. I wrote it for anyone who feels somewhere deep down inside that a conventional path just isn’t the path for them, and that the typical corporate career isn’t for them either. Perhaps you feel you’d be better off doing something you love but are reluctant to leave the safety of where you currently are. More important, this is a book that will help you see what is possible and help you define what it means to be successful—comfortable, peaceful, and financially free—and to accomplish that in a way that may now seem novel, but has been around for years. Ultimately, I wrote this book to give some clarity (and a little bit of hope) to those who might currently feel a bit left on the sidelines, looking in at the game and trying to figure out how they fit in.


  My goal in each chapter is to help you realign your thinking in a way that will support you going forward. In each chapter, we will take a minute to help you improve how you look at the working world. Through real-life stories and some anecdotes I hope you find insightful, you will begin to see opportunities unfold right in front of you simply because you will learn to see things in a new and different light—a light that is solely intended to shine on you and you only. I want to show you—all of you—that it is still possible, maybe more possible than ever, to walk an unconventional path to success. In fact, as you can tell by the title, it is time to celebrate the possibilities, the opportunities, and the personal satisfaction that the blue-collar world can bring!


  Careers that involve working with your hands, also known as blue-collar careers, are helping millions of people across the United States, and indeed around the globe, create rewarding, lucrative lives. Remember this—I’ve always held the belief that we should plan our careers to support the vision of life we want for ourselves, not the other way around.


  So if you feel a bit stuck, and maybe a little confused about where your life is headed, or if you are desiring more momentum in your career and life, I want to assure you that there is a simple, clear way to break out of your current situation that will have you thinking outside the box. The blue-collar world is alive and well, and you can take full advantage of that, IF you are willing to work hard. Ever heard of Mike Rowe, the Dirty Jobs guy? He has built a whole career and personal brand out of celebrating the dignity, honor, and reward of hard work. And like Mike, I want you to begin to believe it is possible to plan and control your own life, your own purpose, your own future—regardless of the career path you choose. And I can help you create a path to finally achieve what YOU want out of this world.


  If I had one wish here, if I could accomplish one thing, it would be that every person who is still on the fence about attending college or thinking about making a major change in their work lives, or even those who don’t have a clue about what they want to do with the rest of their life, sees that there is so much more out there to be found. The job of your dreams is likely waiting for you to realize your true ambitions right now. I want you to know that success doesn’t require a piece of framed piece of paper, wearing a suit, or toiling all day in some cubicle. . . . There is more than one path to success, and ultimately the freedom that comes with a well-planned and dedicated life. I wish everyone would stop sweating it. . . . The idea that you have to dig yourself into a hole financially in order to grow and flourish in a career is a scam. Now, you should know right from the beginning that I am NOT an anti-college guy. If you are going to manage other people’s money, argue things in court, or operate on the human body, I would want you to know all there is to know to be effective, obviously. I am simply saying that college isn’t for everybody; it never has been. And for those finding themselves wondering how they can get their lives going the way THEY want them to go, rest assured this book will show you how to be confident and calm and cool—blue-collar cool—knowing that there is a path out there for you, where you can earn without the college burden. So this story is for you—you dreamers, you risk takers, you faithful listeners of your inner voice—who trust and know that you deserve a life that is comfortable, peaceful, and free.


  Throughout the book I will share not only my own personal and professional story, but also the success stories of countless other inspiring individuals who have followed their own unique paths to discover lives of comfort, peace, and freedom. You will read about some interesting people and learn about their outlook on the lost art of hard work. Interestingly, these individuals all have certain characteristics in common that have made them successful—characteristics such as vision, faith, courage, initiative, humility, resilience, persistence, simplicity, and generosity. I am honored to share their stories with you to help illustrate how they used these traits to help them along their paths to success. I am honored to call them colleagues, friends, and family. Upon learning about their individual journeys, some fraught with serious challenges, I am certain you will come to your own conclusion that you have more control over your life, and most things in it, than you might currently think.


  Now, I have some exciting news for you, and it is this: what you should know right from the start is that each of you possesses these same nine critical characteristics for success—you really do! They are inside each and every one of us. And I will help you bring them out. You might say that you already have them in your closet, you just haven’t worn them yet. You simply need a reason to, and this book will give you that.


  A study done by Andrea J. Stenberg of The Baby Boomer Entrepreneur* has shown that in order to internalize a new concept or idea, meaning to integrate it into your values, beliefs, and identity, you must hear it or see it a minimum of seven times. With that in mind, you will notice we have bolded those words when they are discussed in order to help you truly own them.


  Now, if I am successful, by the time you’ve finished reading this book you will have realized that though there are many paths to your own success, there is indeed a path that is uniquely for you. If you can unlock what’s in your own heart and mind and use this information to help build your own virtual path, and then set out to follow it, you can control your destiny. I believe that there is nothing more powerful in the world than the individual’s ability to visualize—and then create—one’s own life. And that is what I will teach you how to do in this book. Once you realize that you possess the power, and use it responsibly, nothing is impossible. Remember these two things as you read along: (1) I believe everyone has the ability to be the person they were meant to be and (2) No one is in charge of your success—your comfort, peace, and freedom—except for you. So let’s dig in and get started.


  1


  The Power of Your Mind: How Do You See Yourself?


  My first goal is for you to try to change the way you see your life and your future. I’d like you to begin by focusing on exactly how you see yourself one, three, five, ten, and twenty years from now . . . or at least to the point of your soon-to-be clearly envisioned life of comfort, peace, and freedom. Before I can ask you to think differently about how you might spend your future vocational days, you must first begin with that picture clearly imprinted in your mind’s eye. Ask yourself this question: Have you ever backed your car out of the driveway, put the shifter into drive, about to step on the gas, and had absolutely no idea of where it is you planned on going? I sincerely hope the answer to that question is a hard no! But regardless, that shouldn’t be the way you view your longer-term future. This is the first step in changing the way you look at the next few decades.


  In this chapter, we will take a close look at how you think about the balance of life and work. We will take stock of how much we prioritize both of these two concepts. And just maybe while we’re at it, we should examine how much control each one might have over the other (and over you). The funny thing here is that I have learned that many of us have a very consistent current behavior . . . and we might not even know it.


  One of the most important questions you can ask yourself is: How do I see myself? Better yet, how would I describe myself to someone else? Stay with me here. I have had the honor of getting some pretty good advice over the years, some of which I will share with you now. It’s pretty simple, and you may have heard it before. It goes like this: “People shouldn’t live to work; they should work to live.”


  Let’s think about that for a moment. Can you grasp the concept that maybe, just maybe it isn’t so much what you do for a living, but what you do with what you do for a living that matters? Allow that to sink in for a bit . . . and give me a long leash here. Remember, I am a blue-collar guy and have been since I was fifteen years old. And one of my goals is to get you to think differently about blue-collar work and all the opportunities that it can bring, especially today as fewer and fewer of us have the knowledge, the desire, or, most important, the ability to work in that world. In 1986, I started with six employees. Now, thirty-two years later, we employ over two hundred. During that time, I have interviewed and hired thousands of people to become part of our construction business. It’s a pretty tough gig—we dig a lot of ditches; we use jackhammers and buckets of tar and concrete and dump trucks full of gravel. It’s not for everyone, and I am keenly aware of that fact when I look for new employees. And in light of those facts, I always begin each interview with a simple question: “Why are you here?”


  I almost always get the same answer: “I need a job.”


  “Okay, but why are you here?” I continue.


  “I need to make money,” they say.


  “Okay, money for what?” I ask.


  “Well, I’ve got bills to pay,” they answer.


  “Bills for what?” I inquire.


  “Well, I want to get caught up, maybe get ahead,” they respond.


  I continue to push. “What does getting ahead look like to you?”


  “Well, I’d like to get a new ____ and then improve my ____ and then move into a ____.”


  “Aha! Now we are getting somewhere!” I tell them.


  Now we’ll all get somewhere in the next section.


  Vision—The Ability to Think About Your Future with Imagination and Wisdom


  As you can see, my goal is to take an individual from thinking about this Friday (and every Friday, for that matter) and get them to start thinking about their life from a long-term perspective. Now here’s the fun part. It all begins with a box of Crayola crayons. You’ll be hearing more about my “crayon therapy” in a bit. I came to this simple yet enormously effective exercise about thirty years ago as I was sitting in my office one day. It was an accident at the time, but soon it turned into a practice that I have firmly entrenched into our company’s day. Why? Because it works. Let me give you a great example.


  I get asked all the time about the secret to living the life you have always dreamed of. Well, my answer is always the same. Define a dream. What exactly is a dream? Merriam-Webster’s dictionary says it is “a series of visions, images, thoughts or aspirations that can occur while you are awake or asleep.” Look closely at those words: IMAGES and VISIONS. In other words, a dream is something you SEE. You focus on what you desire most, and your subconscious takes over and creates images in your mind, reflecting the life you want. Hence the title of this chapter.


  If you are unsure about what it is you want to do in life or where your talents lie, take heart. Vision, I assure you, is not gifted at birth. It takes practice. Anyone can learn how to create goals and envision their future. But while we all possess the ability to become visionaries, some of us tend to be better at envisioning our future than others. Have you ever met someone who bought an old, dilapidated house and said, “Just look at the bones of this place! They’re awesome. Can’t you just see the potential?” while all you can imagine was the asbestos hanging from the ceiling and mice scurrying across the floor? Your friend had what we call vision. They could look beyond their present circumstances and clearly see the possible, what could be done in the future.


  You don’t need a college degree to be a visionary, and you don’t have to be psychic or a Zen master either. You need to start making goals, goals that you can clearly visualize, the kind of goals that you wake up thinking about. They don’t have to be impossible goals. Start small. This is a learning/doing process. Soon enough, you’ll be amazed at what you can achieve.


  One of my first examples of this process comes from the experiences of one of my own employees. Remember when I said I started thirty-two years ago with just six employees? Well, one of them was a young man named Tim Despoth. I met Tim in 1988 when I was sitting in my eight-by-ten closet, I mean office. Tim was just twenty years old at the time. He was a big guy with an intimidating presence, but he was willing to work and eager to learn. Though he had come from a supportive family, he wanted to build his own life for himself and see what he could accomplish. I really admired that.


  Tim was a guy I could relate to, as he and I had some things in common—some good things and some not so good, actually. Both of us were relatively new to our positions, neither of us had gone to college, and oddly enough, we even shared some facial scars from early childhood. Mine were caused by a birth defect called a cleft palate and the subsequent surgeries, and his by a tragic backyard accident. He had endured a half-dozen surgeries to repair some horrible burns he had suffered from a bonfire while horse-playing with his brothers and a mishandled jar of lantern fuel.


  Despite our shared tragedies, both Tim and I seemed quite capable of laughing about it, and laugh we did. However, one day Tim came to me, and the minute he walked into my office I knew we weren’t going to be laughing. Tim made it clear with his expression that this was to be a serious conversation. He was struggling to keep his world straight, he told me. His young wife had a serious long-term recovery from a recent intestinal surgery, and the medical bills were piling up. He found himself in several thousand dollars of debt, with no way out. Here was this big, strong guy with his head in his hands. “I just don’t know what to do,” he said quietly. Now, Tim is normally the kind of guy who just keeps to himself and wants his private life to stay that way, so this was a turning point—for him, for me, for our relationship.


  Back then, I was admittedly buried in my own issues. At work in a new and young company, I was in survival mode most of the time. The thought of planning ahead was the furthest thing from my mind. It was the day-to-day battles of customers, building inspectors, banks, bill collectors, and so on that occupied most of my brain and left little room for the type of creative thinking I needed at that moment. My bucket was full.


  But on this day, Tim and I forged ahead. We sat together for the rest of the day and wondered aloud about what we could do to get him out of his predicament. We thought long and hard about a plan to get rid of his debt and get him back on track, thereby avoiding just giving up and throwing in the towel. No, that was NOT an option for this guy. There was no doubt that whatever path we figured out, he would battle his way through it like a platoon leader taking a hill. I often remember him saying, “I am willing to work really hard to get where I want to be, so help me figure out what I need to do and I promise you I’ll get it done.” From that moment on, Tim had a clear vision. He wanted a life that was debt-free. He wanted to be released from the burdens those debts were having on his quality of life.


  And with that, we went for it. We started with a dream—Tim’s dream. We talked about looking way beyond the medical bills, as that was a temporary problem, albeit a daunting one for him. We wanted to think big, real big. We started drawing, just doodling at first. You know, a pen and some crude images on a piece of scrap paper. What were his dreams, his aspirations, his images? He mentioned to me that his dream was to buy a new pickup truck. His father had worked at a GM transmission plant and always had a new vehicle to drive.


  All right, that’s good, but let’s go further, I thought. We talked about how someday (remember that word; we’re gonna redefine it in a bit) he would like to buy some land and build a house for the family he and his wife were planning. Wow, that was a pretty good goal for a twenty-year-old to put out there. Talk about beginning with the end in mind, another concept we’ll take a deep dive into in a later chapter.


  Now, as much as I wanted Tim to focus on the big thinking, we had to solve some immediate problems first, most notably the medical bills. Within an hour or so, we had a plan to pay them off. Sure, it would take a couple years and all the extra bonus money he could scrape together, but soon that problem was in the rearview mirror. He put away a little money each week, made a deal with the hospital to take payments, and had a completion date for paying off the debt. First, he had the vision, then he made the plan, then he worked the plan. And before he knew it, he was on his path to success. Two years later, when he finished paying off his medical debt, he felt more confident. He thought about his next goal. He thought of the vehicle. As I said earlier, he had always had his eye on a brand-new GMC pickup truck—a big, shiny, black, badass truck. It was a perfect match for him, seeing he was 6′3″ and about 240 pounds. And so there we went again. He needed to save for a down payment. He set up a weekly withdrawal and set his sights on a completion date. It was a tough row to hoe, but soon, after forty weeks of saving fifty bucks per week, he was in the dealership picking out his new ride. Talk about a big moment. You should have seen him the day he rolled that truck into the parking lot for the first time. The other foremen just stood and stared in disbelief. One of them actually said, “Man, you are so lucky!” Wrong thing to say to a guy who just spent the better part of five years bustin’ his ass to dig himself out from the weight of all that undeserved debt, and yet still found a way to save for a new truck.


  “It ain’t luck, pal,” he said. “I earned this baby.” What Tim was really saying is this: All of this worked out for him because we were able to SEE it working, beginning to end. We had a clear path to walk, and walk it we did.


  Now with two visions and plans executed, Tim was a goal-oriented machine. And that was a good thing because he and his wife, Mary, were building quite the bench of a future football team—four boys in total—and he needed a place to house them all. A home was now as much a necessity as it was a goal. Now Tim had a new vision—a home and some land for his growing family. Within weeks, he had identified a five-acre plot out in the country. It had tall pine trees, plenty of open space for a pond, and a great spot to put up a house. Again, he designed a path to keep his dream alive and moving. The lot would cost him plenty, so this was a task he had to take seriously.


  But a funny thing happened as Tim articulated his dreams and created plans to achieve them. Tim had now been with our company just over five years. During that time, he had become an effective crew chief, then foreman, then field supervisor. Turns out that becoming a goal-driven person reflects in all your walks of life, not only personally but also socially and professionally. So it was no surprise to see Tim grab promotion after promotion, using his learned skills to move up, and fast. In what seemed like no time at all, he was running our entire production department.


  Three years later, and only eight years into his tenure with our company, Tim broke ground on his new home. He would visit the site often, four boys in tow, inspecting anything newly done that day by the contractors. Funny how a new door handle, or a sink faucet, or even a window, can be so exciting as you watch your dream slowly rise out of the ground right before your eyes. A prouder father and husband you couldn’t find. Tim and Mary would experience much comfort raising those boys in that home. That was twenty years ago, and since then he has spent that time paying down the mortgage and saving for the future. Today, Tim enjoys a debt-free life, building their retirement, saving all the money he can while watching one boy after another graduate from college and start their own lives—all working for my ditch-digging company, mind you.


  Of course, being who he is, he isn’t stopping now. Just the other day I saw him putting a new dream on our company’s goals board. His children are grown, so now he and Mary are thinking of the next phase in their lives. The home where they have raised those four young men no longer fits their needs. So off he goes again. He has a plan to build their retirement home. I for one can’t wait to see that vision become a reality too.


  Tim’s story was an inspiration for this book. The day he walked into my office was the day I first helped someone envision and realize their dreams. Tim already possessed the character trait of vision. He just needed practice executing it, and as we all know by now, with enough practice at anything, you can become a master of it. Tim is, indeed, a master visionary. And soon you will be too!


  The Five-Gallon-Bucket Head


  In my ditch-digging business, we use five-gallon buckets—a lot of them. We use them to haul dirt, chunks of broken concrete, and other construction debris out of the basements and crawl spaces we repair. We typically go through at least three to four hundred buckets per season, and they are like gold to our crews. You find them fifteen to twenty relatively new buckets with solid, clean handles, and they react like you just bought them an expensive lunch. Yes, we have an odd but well-earned affinity for these buckets, and not too long ago I started thinking. Working with these guys over the years and watching them fill these buckets, I began to wonder about our minds and how they can fill up so quickly with thoughts, some of which can actually impede our ability to think clearly about our future. And so it’s no surprise that I came to see that the human psyche is strangely similar to a five-gallon bucket.


  I believe that our brains have capacities, just like a five-gallon bucket. I know that sounds crazy, and I certainly don’t have any medical studies to back this up, but I am taking theoretical license here, so just listen to me for a moment. I’ll try to make some sense of this for you.


  I believe that the first and second gallons in our buckets, or brains, are used for the basics of living. Let’s say they’re reserved for the heavy work of keeping us alive—creating our DNA, cell division and development, building strong bones, repairing muscles, creating antibodies and white blood cells for attacking unwanted intruders. Additionally, these two primary gallons support our red blood cell counterparts to deliver much-needed nutrients to maintain our autonomic processes—such as breathing and keeping our hearts beating. Most of these amazing actions take place without any outward sign or signal of their occurrence. Thankfully, these actions require no thinking whatsoever. However, if something goes wrong—medically—with these buckets, the rest pretty much falls to pieces.


  Gallon three is charged with things like movement, positioning, and protection and survival. This includes walking around, grasping things, keeping clear space from objects and others in our paths, using our inner GPS system, shielding ourselves from the elements, recognizing and nourishing our bodies from hunger and thirst, lifting things, using tools, motor skills—you get the idea.


  Gallon four is where it starts to get interesting, because this is the space we use to fill our brains with information. It’s all the stuff we eventually learn, mostly by choice. It’s the input that goes into our brains’ blank hard drive. When we’re born, it’s the space we use to learn shapes and numbers, to read and write, to add and subtract, and to reason and create. In other words, we learn skills that we can use later in life. Yes, gallon four is an amazing place: an organized, methodical, process-oriented place that has no boundaries, no limits, and most important, no competition from any of the other buckets.


  Gallon five. This is where it gets kind of tricky. This is the gallon where our emotions hang out. As emotions go, some are positive (light) and some are negative (heavy). This a busy place as these emotions are always coming and going quickly. And let me just say, if you want to be able to hold your head high, stay positive, and keep focused on the task at hand, this gallon needs to be kept light, positive, and full of supportive energy. It needs to be kept neat and tidy and relatively open. Your bucket is already heavy. Four of the five gallons always remain mostly full. If you fill this last gallon with heavier emotions—anger, jealousy, stress, fear, frustration, and disappointment, you will have no space for excitement, spontaneity, confidence, happiness, desire, love, comfort, peace, and freedom.


  Easier said than done, right?


  Gallon five is the last gallon to be filled; it’s a surface gallon. You can see it, and usually everyone else can too. It’s by far the most noticeably active region in the bucket of your brain. Because there’s no lid to our bucket, we think we can just keep filling and filling this gallon with all sorts of emotions. And emotions are nothing more than your body’s reactions to outside events, or your perception of those events. They are like an unruly child. You never know from minute to minute what you are going to get. But there is another, even larger problem with gallon number five. Our buckets simply can’t hold all our emotions at the same time. Our brains only have so much room. Something has got to give, so we constantly make decisions about what we let in and what we reject.


  There is often an ongoing struggle between two sets of emotions: the one set that is already there, and the others trying to get in. As I said earlier, these two sets, positive emotions and negative emotions, are very powerful and in many cases are engaged in this constant turf battle. There is no room for both these groups. It’s one or the other. Stressing out over a bill kicks out a spontaneous neighborhood walk with your kids. Feeling like a failure at work kicks out the confidence of making a good score at the Saturday-morning golf game. The self-inflicted feeling of jealousy toward your coworker gives the boot to feeling the need to volunteer at church. Fear of a deadline overrides telling someone close that you love and appreciate them. People don’t realize that these emotions are not involuntary. They are actually quite voluntary. Believe it or not, they are a choice. Think about that. You are constantly making split-second choices about how you emotionally react to various events. . . .


  You and you alone choose what to put in your five-gallon bucket. If you choose to let in a negative emotion, you must kick out a positive one. Just try it. Now add in several negative emotions. You’ll find you have no room left for the positive ones, the ones you’d like to see in yourself, the ones you’d like others to see in you. Next time you are in a negative funk, simply ask yourself this one question out loud: “Is this where I choose to be right now? Are these the emotions I am choosing to let in?”


  In short, our brains can only handle so much. Put too much in there, it’s too heavy. You can’t carry it all. It will most definitely overflow. But if you fill it just right, it does the work for you. I came to this theory after observing two different approaches to the same work challenge by two of our company’s installers. One day I asked two of my crew foremen to work a little longer to finish a job with the promise of a three-day weekend to follow. The first foreman was excited, happy to take the work on, and grateful for the three-day weekend. The second foreman—not so much. He was angry, resentful, and not happy at all about the pressure or the work.


  Hmmmm, I thought. I needed to understand this. I paid both men the same salary and require both men to do the same work, but their attitudes and approaches to that work were entirely different. The more I observed and got to know each man, the more I realized what was going on. The “positive” foreman had more reserve in his tank; the five-gallon bucket of his head wasn’t filled all the way to the brim. He had room to absorb new information. The “negative” foreman was tapped out. His head was full. He had worries, problems, anxieties, stresses, and there was no space for flexibility in that head of his.


  He couldn’t see the three-day weekend ahead of him. He literally had no space to see it. But here’s the thing. That’s no excuse. At any point in time, he is the one in charge of filling his bucket. He’s the one who can cap it off at a certain point. He’s the one who can choose to see the good and positive outcomes of his labor.


  Yes, you heard that right. Anger is a choice, a choice you consciously make. Jealousy is a choice. Resentment is a choice. Feeling hopeless is a choice. Feeling that your life isn’t what you hoped or expected it to be is a choice. You are actually choosing the emotions you want to let in, the ones that fill up that most important fifth gallon. And once you realize that, you can change immediately. Yes, you might still have that nagging Visa bill, or that temporary setback, or even that crazy coworker. But with a little planning and some clear-cut paths in your life, you’ll soon realize that you are, in fact, in control of your emotions. You can choose to love the work you do and find the good in it. You can also choose to stick to it and not think your life would be so much better if you had done something different. Deciding to be happy on your path in life will ultimately determine your happiness level. It doesn’t work the other way around. If you spend your life waiting for a certain career breakthrough or a windfall of cash, you’ll never be happy. Choosing happiness, positivity, and a mind-set that is open to new opportunities is the path—to comfort and peace and freedom.


  Get Out a Box of Sixty-Four Crayola Crayons


  To close this chapter, I am going to ask you to perform a small exercise, an exercise in visualization, which I know is going to change your life. You will need to have as clear of a mind as you can muster. You will need to be open-minded as to the possibilities of your future. I hear that all the time—“Let’s be open-minded about this idea.” Ever wonder what “open-minded” actually means? I did, so once again I researched it, as I enjoy defining terms that folks have used over and over for years, sometimes not knowing what they truly mean or in which circumstances they are intended. In this case, the definition I like best is this: having an open mind means having the room or space for new thoughts to settle into. Most of us are guilty of letting too much into our brains so that new ideas have no room to seed and grow. For right now, it’s time to clear out that fifth gallon completely; I’ll need you to be as creative as possible. So take some quiet time, breathe deeply, and allow that emotion-filled gallon to just pour out. . . . Ready?


  Now, you probably haven’t had a crayon in your hand in a very long time, at least since you were a child, and that’s fine. However, you are about to embark on a journey. A journey of your own creation. And you will be doing this by experiencing two extremes, one being your ability to take many steps toward looking ahead, by going back in time, back to the time when you first learned color, to draw, and to “keep it in the lines.” This is a serious thing. If you really want to create a life that YOU want for yourself, a life that lets you be you, one that is comfortable, peaceful, and free, then this is an amazing but crucial first step. Where am I going with this? It’s really quite simple. This is an exercise I have been doing with my staff for many years now, and one that is not only fun to do, but enormously eye-opening for the participant. If done correctly, you will learn a lot about your ability to visualize into the future. Again, anyone can do this, and, I submit, all of us should. So here we go.


  
    	You’ll need a few everyday items to get started. Most of these probably exist in your home already.


    	You’ll need a large piece of white paper, the bigger the better. Poster board is great.


    	You’ll also need a box of crayons. Seriously, find a box of crayons, the more colors the better (my fave is the sixty-four box of Crayola crayons—lots of great shades in there).


    	Now find a quiet space to think, dream, and visualize. Let’s plan on at least an hour, just to get started. Ready? Here we go.


    	Just a note here—this is one of those times when you should be as selfish as possible. This is YOUR life plan being painted on a canvas for you to have and review as you proceed along the path to its successful completion. So think ME right now. What does your vision or version of C, P, and F look like?


    	Begin by asking yourself this extremely important and life-changing question: What exactly do I want my life to look like?


    	Now take time to have some fun. Take out your paper and your crayons and lose yourself for a while. Begin by drawing just anything that comes to mind. Start small, by drawing the best version of yourself. How do you want to look and feel? How do you want to be seen?


    	Now expand that a bit. What type of relationship do you see yourself in? Do you see yourself as married or single, with kids or without? How many? Draw it as best as you can.


    	Next, ask yourself what type of living quarters you see yourself in—a farmhouse in the country, a condo near a lake, a house in the suburbs, or an apartment in the city? Go ahead and draw your dream home in the most colorful, vivid detail you can envision.


    	Now, about your personal transportation: Are you a car person or a minivan, SUV, or pickup truck person, or maybe even a motorcycle or an electric city scooter type? Have fun here—draw it as clearly as you can. Choose the color, make, and model.


    	Let’s keep going with our drawing. Are you a pet person, and if so, do you see a dog or a cat, and if so, exactly what kind or breed? Draw it as clearly as you can. Don’t worry about your drawing ability.


    	Now ask yourself about your hobbies. Are you a kayaker, a golfer, a jogger, a yoga enthusiast, or a gardener? One of your goals is time and financial freedom, so what will you do with your time? Draw it. I know this can be difficult, so get it done in small pieces at a time.


    	Leave it and come back to it. I cannot stress enough: take your time here! This is no different from a jigsaw puzzle that you leave out on the table so you can slowly but surely complete it one piece at a time. Take the time and get it right, as you are literally drawing your life here. It’s not the quantity of things you draw into your life plan, it’s the quality of your eventual life that you are visualizing. This is really high-impact stuff we’re doing here!

  


  NOW, IN THE NEXT FEW CHAPTERS, WE’RE GOING TO DISCUSS THE CURRENT STATE of the American workforce and how you can take unbelievable advantage of today’s reality to support your life plan. Your Crayola crayon plan. You will need that drawing and the ability to keep an open mind (fifth gallon) with this information as it relates to matching your potential with the opportunities. You will want to have that clear vision of what you want your life to look like. In other words, if you can’t SEE your life in clear, colorful, and vivid detail . . . you will have a seriously tough time achieving it. But there is good news! You see, the way our brains work is a wonderfully powerful thing. And if you can begin to draw a clear picture of how you see yourself and the world you want to create, and keep that in front of you, you will most certainly obtain all that you seek.


  A recent study by Professor Dave Kohl at Virginia Tech* shows how many of us could benefit from receiving, and then later referencing, our goals. Professor Kohl found that 80 percent of us admit to not having any real goals. Of the remaining 20 percent, he found that 16 percent do have goals but fail to document them. Of the last 4 percent, Professor Kohl found that three out of four people write down their goals but then fail to review them regularly. And finally, just 1 percent of those in this group choose to not only record their goals in great detail but also keep them out in the open, reviewing their progress regularly. Oh, and one final discovery: those in the 1 percent are likely to earn nine times more money during their lifetimes than the 80 percent.


  Good luck with your drawings. It’s a fun exercise, one that I have seen in action countless times. In fact, one of my favorite things to do at my company is to review the life plans of my employees, check on their progress toward their goals, celebrate their wins, and then get busy setting the next one. So get out your crayons and get in the game! Start seeing your world the way YOU want it. In this author


  

  

  
    
  


  * Dan Zadra, The 5 Book: Where Will You Be Five Years from Today? (Seattle: Compendium, Incorporated, Publishing & Communications, 2009).
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