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​Dedication
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For my father, William Frederick Napier, whom I never got to know, and whose memorial bench I finally have somewhere to visit.

For Diane, who said yes when I had nothing, and who deserved more of me than I knew how to give at the time.

For Ali, Riley, and Brady, who spell love T-I-M-E, and who taught me what that word actually costs.

For Asher, Finnegan, and McKenna — so you'll know where you came from, and what was overcome to get you here.

For Debbie (RIP), the sister I pushed away, who saved my life and ran out of time before I could close the distance.

For Ron Wanek, who hit the trifecta — boss, mentor, friend — and who gave me back my father.

And for Liberty, who loved me better than I deserved, and taught me everything the trophies couldn't.

If you are holding this book at the bottom of something, it's for you, too. Keep going. The bottom is not the end. It's just the place you bounce from.
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​Author's Note
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I did not set out to write a success story. I set out to write the truth.

For forty-plus years I built brands, built promotions, built companies, and occasionally built a mess so big I wasn't sure I'd climb out of it. I have been fired, sued, robbed by a business partner, arrested, expelled from school, divorced, and told by a doctor I would never ski, play golf, play tennis, or run again. I have also been the architect behind some of the most successful furniture and consumer promotions in the country, trusted by a multi-billionaire to write his company's training manuals, and loved by a dog who taught me more about loyalty than most people ever did.

This book is about the failures. Not because success doesn’t matter, but because the failures are where the actual lessons live. Nobody learns anything from a year that went exactly as planned. The promotions that worked are fun to talk about at dinner parties. The bounced check, the empty bank account ten days before Christmas, the front door I couldn't walk out of because of the ice — those are the moments that actually taught me something, and those are the moments I think might be worth something to you.

There's a line attributed to General George Patton that became, without my ever quite deciding, the spine of this whole book: "The test of success is not what you do when you're on top. Success is how high you bounce when you hit bottom." I have hit bottom more times than I can count. The only thing I can claim with any real pride is that I kept bouncing. If there's a single thread running from the fatherless kid in St. Paul to the Air Force to Prodigal House to Ashley Furniture to a fenced yard in Florida, that's it. I kept getting back up.

Every chapter in this book ends with a section called The Lesson. That is not an accident, and it is not a gimmick. It is the entire point of writing this down. If you are going through your own version of Prodigal House, your own bounced commission check, your own divorce, your own diagnosis, your own moment of staring at a closed door wondering what you're supposed to do now — I want you to see that someone else stood exactly where you're standing, and kept going.

You cannot think yourself into acting. You must act yourself into thinking. That sentence saved my life once, hanging on a wall in a treatment center when I had nothing left. I hope some version of it does the same for you somewhere in these pages.

I'll tell you where I'm writing this from, because I think you deserve to know. For most of my career, the phone never stopped. Companies reached out to me. People wanted my ideas, my time, my name on their projects. My office filled up with awards and recognition, and when it overflowed, the rest went into boxes in the garage. And then, somewhere around 2021, it went quiet. Now — crickets. No one calls the way they used to. The awards are still on the wall, but they don't seem to mean much to anyone but me, and some days not even to me. At seventy-two, I sometimes feel like an old horse put out to pasture, still strong, still willing, just no longer asked to run.

I'm telling you that not for sympathy but for honesty, because a book about overcoming failure that pretends the author has it all figured out is worthless. I don't have it all figured out. There are still mornings the loneliness and the sense of being unneeded open a hole in my soul, and I have to do the very thing this book is about — act my way out of it, one small step at a time, before my thinking catches up. If you're somewhere dark as you read this, I'm not writing to you from a mountaintop. I'm writing to you from the climb.

— Bill Napier
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​Prologue
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My father died on Thanksgiving Day, 1957. I was three years old. Too young to understand what death meant, too young to understand what cancer was, too young to understand that a single day could shape the rest of a person's life.

I grew up knowing almost nothing about him. Ironically, my mother lived to be ninety-four. I had lunch with her countless times over the decades, sitting across the table from the one person on earth who could have told me everything. Yet I rarely asked. I think I was afraid that if I learned what a great man he really was, I would finally understand how much I had lost. So I let the silence sit there between us, year after year, and the man stayed a ghost.

What I did know came in fragments — a war record, a handful of photographs, a few stories told and retold until they wore smooth — and I spent most of my adult life chasing the rest. I chased it through boardrooms, through sales numbers, through trophies and titles and the approval of people whose names I've since forgotten. For forty years I thought I was chasing success. Looking back, I was chasing a man I never got to meet, and the version of myself I imagined would have made him proud.

This book is the story of that chase. It's the story of the mistakes that nearly ended me before I was thirty, and the second, third, and fourth chances and more, that didn't. It's the story of a woman named Diane who said yes when I had nothing. Of a billionaire farm boy from Wisconsin named Ron Wanek who became one of the best friends I ever had. Of a German Shepherd named Liberty who loved me on my worst days exactly as much as my best ones and asked for nothing in return.

Years ago, Diane and I were relaxing on the couch in our home at 5091 Alameda, just talking, and she turned to me and asked, "If you had one wish, what would it be?" I didn't hesitate. "To know my dad." To this day, that's still my one selfish wish — everything else I'd wish for belongs to my children and grandchildren. But that one is just mine, and it's the engine underneath this entire book.

Mostly, it's the story of failure — and what it taught me, over and over again, until I finally started listening. If you take one thing from these pages, let it be this: the bottom is not the end. It's just the place you bounce from.
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This photo is the last one taken while he was alive. Behind him, someone is holding him up because he was too weak to hold himself up.
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​How to Use This Book
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This is not really a business book, and it's not only a memoir. It's a book of lessons, dressed up in the true stories that taught them to me. So let me tell you how it's built, so you can get what you need from it.

The chapters run roughly in the order my life happened — the fatherless boy, the troublemaker, the airman, the addict, the salesman, the marketing man, the husband and father, the friend, the dog owner, the old man still swinging. You can read it straight through that way, and I hope you do.

But every single chapter ends the same way, on purpose. It ends with a section called THE LESSON. That's where I stop telling the story and tell you plainly what it cost me to learn, and how you might avoid paying the same price. If you only have a few minutes, you can flip through and read just those. They're the distilled version of everything I know.

And then, at the very back of the book, there's a section called NAPIER'S LAWS. That's where I've gathered every lesson together in one place, organized by theme — failure, money, selling, leadership, family, faith, love, growing older — so that on the day you need a specific kind of help, you can turn straight to it without hunting through the stories. Think of it as the index to a life: all the hard-won rules in one place, with a title above them, ready when you are.

Use the book however serves you. Read it cover to cover or raid it for the lesson you need today. Either way, my hope is the same — that my failures save you a few of your own.

PART I

THE BOY WITHOUT A FATHER

Every life starts somewhere nobody chooses. Mine started in the shadow of a man I never got to know, and the shape of that absence is the shape of everything that came after. The lesson of these first chapters is that your beginning is not your verdict — but you can't build past it until you're honest about it.
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​Chapter 1
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​The Boy Without a Father
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It all started at 1:01 in the morning on May 23rd, 1954, when I was born at St. Luke's Hospital in St. Paul, Minnesota. I was born into a family of five — my mother, Anne; my father, Bill; and my three sisters, Patty, Debbie, and Chrissie. By the photographs, we look like exactly the kind of family the 1950s liked to advertise: well-dressed children, a handsome father, a beautiful mother, a dog in the yard. The photographs don't tell you that within three years of my birth, the man at the center of them would be gone.

I grew up knowing almost nothing about my father. What I did know came from fragments — stories from relatives, a few photographs, and the particular way people's faces changed when his name came up. My mother and father started dating when they were little more than kids themselves. He served in the Army during World War II, and married my mother on a leave from WW2, before returning to duty.

William Frederick Napier was born September 23rd, 1924. He was a Staff Sergeant during the war and stayed in the reserves afterward, eventually retiring as a Lieutenant. He served in the 121st Infantry Regiment, part of the 8th Division. He fought through Northern France, including the brutal fight for Brest in Brittany. He fought through the Rhineland, including the Hürtgen Forest — the longest battle the United States Army has ever fought on German soil, and one of the longest single battles in the Army's history. He fought through the push into Central Europe, the Ruhr Pocket, the Elbe offensive, and the war finally ended for him in Schwerin.

In July of 1944, outside Brest, France, my father was wounded. According to family accounts, he jumped on a grenade to save two of his men. He was sent to England to recover, where my grandfather — Harry Douglass Lovering, a full-bird Colonel — happened to see him before he rejoined his outfit. He also got trench foot. His unit fought near Cologne. He came home with lead shrapnel still buried in his body that the doctors could never fully remove.

The medals tell part of the story: a Bronze Star, a Purple Heart, a Distinguished Unit Citation — what's now called the Presidential Unit Citation — and the French Croix de Guerre, awarded to his unit for service in August of 1944. His personnel records were largely destroyed in the infamous fire at the military records center in Kansas City, so some of the details are lost to history, the way so much of him was lost to me.

That shrapnel, family members later told me, was at least partly responsible for the stomach cancer that eventually killed him. He died on Thanksgiving Day, November 28th, 1957, at thirty-three years old. I was three.

After the war, he joined my grandfather's company, Lovering Construction. By every account I've ever heard, he was a visionary. While others saw dirt, mountains, and empty land, he saw opportunity. As coal mining expanded through Montana, he reportedly rode horseback through remote areas scouting development sites, understanding where growth was coming before anyone else did. Under his leadership, Lovering Construction eventually worked in thirty-two states. I have spent my whole career being told I could see opportunities other people couldn't — in a yogurt lid, in a furniture promotion, in a renter market everyone else ignored. I wonder, sometimes, how much of that came down out of Montana on horseback, in blood I never got to know I had.

Honorable. Brilliant. Funny. A natural leader. The kind of man other men wanted to follow. The kind of father every son wishes he had known. That was the consistent picture, from everyone who'd known him.

My mother had a favorite story about him too. She'd laugh and say, "Your father couldn't barbecue worth a damn." Oddly enough, that's one of the things I cherish most — not because it's important, but because it made him human. For years he existed in my mind almost like a legend, a larger-than-life figure I could never measure up to. The barbecue story reminded me he was also just a man, scorching steaks in a backyard, the way any man might.

As the cancer progressed, the pain became unbearable. Medicine in the 1950s wasn't what it is today. Family members later told me doctors severed part of his spinal cord trying to reduce the agony. His final days were spent in my grandfather's home at 35 Manitoba Island, White Bear Lake, Minnesota. There is a last photograph of him, and I can barely look at it — he had to be propped up, because his body was so devastated by the cancer and by the morphine he depended on at the end just to bear the pain.

I want to be clear that I wasn't a bad kid, whatever my mother came to believe later. I spent my early years the way a lot of St. Paul kids of a certain world did — at the White Bear Yacht Club, playing tennis, water skiing, running around with a big crowd of good friends. I lived at 1641 Beechwood Avenue; later we moved to Osceola St in St. Paul, Minnesota, and spent our summers at the lake house across from my grandfather’s home. By every outward measure, it was a privileged, sunny childhood. But underneath the tennis and the lake there was always the missing piece, the question no amount of summer fun could answer: who would my father have wanted me to be, and was I becoming him or failing him? A boy can be surrounded by everything and still be quietly starving for the one thing he can't have.

He left behind one more thing that mattered to me more than I could have explained as a boy: a boat he'd had custom-built. For years it was the single physical object that connected me to him — something his hands had chosen, something that had been his. While I was away at boarding school, somebody left it outside through a Minnesota winter, and it rotted. When I found out, I was devastated, far beyond what a boat should be worth. It wasn't a boat. It was the last tangible piece of my father, and it was gone, and I hadn't been there to save it. I would spend a good part of my life learning the hard way that the things and people you love don't wait for you to get around to protecting them.

I have only one memory of that day he died — or perhaps it's a dream. Even now I'm not sure. I remember being escorted from the house. I remember looking toward the front door. I remember seeing an ambulance. A stretcher. Adults speaking in hushed voices. Then nothing. That fragment is the only piece of my father I own that came directly from my own eyes, and I'll never know for certain whether it's real.

That was the last chapter of my father's life. And the beginning of mine.
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From right to left: Birth Certificate, Me, Chrissie, Patty, Debbie, my mom, our Nurse, Dad, and their Friends.
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My mom's favorite picture of my dad; Dad loved boating, my mom and dad before they were married.

My Dad loved boats and the water.

THE LESSON


— You don't get to choose your beginning.

— The absence of someone can shape your life as profoundly as their presence.

— Sometimes the people who shape us most aren't the people who stay — they're the people whose sacrifices make our lives possible.

— The values a person leaves behind can outlive them by generations, traveling through people who never even met them.


If you're starting this book carrying a wound from the very beginning of your life — an absent parent, a death, a hard childhood you didn't choose — I want you to hear this before anything else. You didn't pick your starting line, and you are not responsible for it. But everything after the starting line is yours to build. I spent decades treating my beginning as a verdict on my worth. It wasn't. It was just the place the race started. Where it goes from here is the part that's actually up to you.

For most of my life I wasn't chasing success. I was chasing a ghost. It took me decades to understand the difference, and decades more to make peace with the fact that the ghost had been guiding me the whole time.
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​Chapter 2
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​The Ghost I Spent 40 Years Chasing
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My mother lost everything before she was thirty-three years old. First, she lost a daughter. Then she lost her husband. Those two tragedies changed her forever, and for years I didn't understand that. As a child, all I knew was that my mother seemed very cold. She wasn't affectionate. She wasn't nurturing, at least not in the way I wanted, the way I watched other mothers be with other boys.

What I remember most are the words. "Your father would be disappointed in you." "You'll never live up to him." "We should send you to Totem Town" — the place troubled boys were sent. The message was clear: I wasn't good enough. And the cruelest part of being told you'll never live up to a man you never met is that you can't argue with it. You can't point to a single memory of him being proud of you, because there are no memories at all. There's just the bar, set impossibly high by everyone's grief, and you, falling short of it by definition.

Those words became part of my identity. I carried them into adulthood, into business, into marriage, into fatherhood. Everything became a desperate attempt to prove I wasn't the failure I feared I was. Every promotion, every award, every closed deal was, underneath, a small note slipped under a door to a man who would never read it: See? I'm not who you would have been disappointed in. See?

Here is the story that explains the rest of my life better than any other. After high school I enrolled in the University of Minnesota's School of Architecture. I wanted to be an architect, like my father. Construction was in my blood. Design fascinated me. Building something from nothing fascinated me. My math teacher at the time told me he thought I was borderline genius, the way I understood calculus and the rest of it. I had every reason to believe I'd found my path.

But architecture school wasn't what I expected. They wanted me to read English books and take prerequisites that seemed to have nothing to do with what I actually wanted to do. I wanted to draw. I wanted to design. I wanted to build. One day I asked a professor when I'd actually start doing real architectural drawing — getting on the tables, doing the work. His answer: probably two to two and a half years. I thought to myself, screw that. I've already read these books. I've already done all this. I want to draw.

So I transferred to St. Paul Vocational Technical Institute, where I met a teacher named Allie Tishis. He knew my grandfather. He understood construction and drafting, and for the first time in my life I felt like I was exactly where I belonged. The work came naturally. The drawings came naturally. The concepts came naturally. One day Allie told me I was one of the best students he'd ever taught — my drafting ability, my understanding of design, how quickly I learned. I was so proud I actually brought my grandfather in to speak to the class. I was ecstatic. For once in my life, I felt seen. Validated. Recognized.

I rushed home to tell my mother. I told her everything Allie had said. I told her how well I was doing, how excited I was. I was waiting for her to smile. Waiting for her to say she was proud of me. Waiting for some sign that maybe, just maybe, I was finally measuring up. Instead, she looked at me and said, "I don't know why you're doing that. You've always been good with your hands — you should be an electrician or something." Then she walked away.

No congratulations. No pride. Just dismissal. She didn't scream at me. She didn't insult me. She did something much worse — she dismissed me. And in one of the biggest mistakes of my young life, I quit. I walked away from architecture, from drafting, from the one thing a teacher had ever told me I was the best at. I still wonder, decades later, what would have happened if I'd stayed. Would I have become an architect? Would I have followed my father's path into building things? I'll never know.

Here is the part it took me decades and a treatment center to understand, and I want to hand it to you now, so it doesn't take you as long. The people who wound us most are almost never villains. They're usually just wounded people who ran out of the very thing they couldn't give us. My mother wasn't cruel by nature; she was a woman who'd buried a child and a husband before she was thirty-three and built a wall, so she'd survive losing anything else. None of that erases what her words did to me. Both things are true at once: she hurt me badly, and she was doing the best a shattered person could do. Holding both of those truths in the same hand is what forgiveness actually is. It isn't pretending the damage didn't happen. It's understanding the damaged person well enough to finally set down the stone you've been carrying to throw at them. I carried mine for forty years. It's heavier than you think, and you don't notice how heavy it is until the day you put it down.

There was another moment, years later, after Diane and I were already married. We were visiting my mother's house, walking toward the boathouse, when I noticed something in the garbage. It was a chalk portrait of me — one of four portraits an artist named Ren Geyer had made of each of us kids when we were young. My sister’s portraits hung proudly above my mother's bed. Mine was in the trash. Broken. Dirty. Discarded. I picked it up and I don't think I've ever been more heartbroken — not because of the picture, but because of what it represented. I'd spent my entire life trying to earn a place in her heart, and there I was, in the garbage. I didn't speak to her for years.

But eventually something changed. While writing my Fourth and Twelfth Step work during treatment at Hazelden, I finally saw it differently. What if I had lost my first child? What if I had buried the love of my life at thirty-three? Would I have become emotionally distant too? Would I have built walls to protect myself from ever feeling that kind of loss again? For the first time in my life, I stopped looking at my own pain and started looking at hers. That was the day I forgave my mother. Not because she was perfect. Because she was human, and because she had been carrying a grief I couldn't even imagine while I was busy resenting her for not carrying mine.
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Mom and dad are getting married while he was on leave from the war.

THE LESSON


— Unresolved childhood wounds drive adult behavior whether you acknowledge them or not.

— Sometimes the most damaging criticism doesn't come from enemies — it comes from the people whose approval you want most.

— Dismissal can wound deeper than cruelty. Indifference tells a child they don't even merit a reaction.

— Forgiveness doesn't excuse the pain someone caused. It simply frees you from carrying it forever — and it usually requires understanding the other person's pain, not just your own.


Here is the practical takeaway, the one I wish someone had handed me at twenty. When the person whose approval
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