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—Peter Boespflug, Director of Communications, 
 New York State United Teachers
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“It’s rare to find a book that you just don’t want to end, where you savor each page, reading slower as the book nears completion. The incredibly insightful seven decisions of success and Andy’s enchanting storytelling abilities make The Traveler’s Gift one of those rare few.” 
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“Andy Andrews has an obvious charming talent for weaving a compelling story with characters both familiar and impressive. The Traveler’s Gift touched me in a way no other book ever has.”

—Barbara Johnson, Humorist and Bestselling Author 
 of Stick a Geranium in Your Hat and Be Happy 

“Incredible truth, creatively told.”

—Nicole Johnson, Actress and Author of Fresh-Brewed Life 

“In The Traveler’s Gift, Andy Andrews has magically intertwined principles of success and truth, creating a resurgence of introspection within me. Each person who reads this book should purchase one for a friend and watch for the positive changes to occur.”

—B. P. Loughridge, M.D., Cardiac Surgeon, 
 European Fullbright Scholar, and Author

“In the tradition of Og Mandino, Andy Andrews has spun an engaging morality tale. The Traveler’s Gift is a thought-provoking book that will challenge you to reach your fullest potential.”

—John C. Maxwell, 
 Author and Founder of The INJOY™ Group

“David Ponder’s journey in The Traveler’s Gift will speak to your heart, enlighten your thinking, and motivate your life. This little book presents a powerful message.”

—Norm Miller, Chairman, Interstate Batteries

“The Traveler’s Gift is truly a gift to everyone who wants to succeed in life. Woven into this very enjoyable story are seven powerful, yet practical principles that can change your life forever! ”

—Don Moen, Executive Vice President, Integrity Media

“A trip down the highway of time—where every chapter leads you to a destination of understanding and personal success! Very Dickenesque!”

—Michael Panepento, Operations Director, WorkPlay Theatre, Inc.

“The Traveler’s Gift is extremely powerful. It’s helping me with things in both my personal and professional life. It’s made a truly positive impact—I have no doubt that it will touch many, many lives.”

—Theresa Reagan, Executive Director, 
 Children’s Health Education Center

“In this short and powerful book, Andy uses a story to drive home important advice to any person seeking a better way. From the lips of one of our greatest presidents comes the type of advice that you’ve always needed to hear—but never took the time to listen to. You’ll gain wisdom in only a few hours from this book!”

—Tim Sanders, Chief Solutions Officer for Yahoo! and Author of 
 Love is the Killer App: How to Win Business and Influence Friends 

“The Traveler’s Gift provides a powerful and compelling road map through the highways of life.”

—John Schuerholz, General Manager, Atlanta Braves

“A fresh approach to changing your thinking! The Traveler’s Gift will encourage you to live up to your fullest potential.”

—Dr. Robert Schuller, Founder, The Crystal Cathedral

“I was spellbound. Andy Andrews captured my heart with The Traveler’s Gift.”

—Gary Smalley, Author and Speaker

“Andy Andrews’ book, The Traveler’s Gift, gives support to something I have believed for a very long time: The principles that underlie success have not changed in over 6,000 years! Andrews’ book is worth reading; it will engage your mind and inspire your heart.”

—Hyrum W. Smith, 
 Co-Chairman of the Board, FranklinCovey

“Excellent insight into fabulous truths. A must read!”

—Kris L. Thompson, Division Director of Artists Associates, 
 World Vision

“These seven secrets of ancient wisdom and current experience are the keys to success in life! Easy to learn and easy to apply—a great guide to the future.”

—Brian Tracy, Author, Focal Point 

“I believe this book is full of insight one can use throughout life. Told with a wonderful story I know people of all ages will enjoy reading.”

—Randy Travis, Entertainer

“An incredibly inspiring journey! Andy Andrews epitomizes The Road Best Traveled.”
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In great deed, something abides. On great fields, something stays. Forms change and pass, bodies disappear but spirits linger to consecrate ground for the vision place of the soul. And reverent men and women from afar and generations that know us not and that we know not of, shall come here to ponder and to dream and the power of the vision shall pass into their souls.

—JOSHUA LAWRENCE CHAMBERLAIN, 1828–1914 
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ONE
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HEADLIGHTS SWEPT THE HOUSE AS THE TAXI TURNED out of the driveway. David Ponder stood alone on his front lawn looking at the home where he and his wife, Ellen, had lived for more than twenty years. David lowered himself onto the grass. Nausea poured over him as he felt panic enter his very soul. Like a serpent easing up his spine and wrapping itself around his throat, it wasn’t a quick, devastating attack, but a slow, gripping realization that life, as he knew it, was over. He was forty-six years old. He had no job. He had no money. He had no purpose.

A short time later, David stood in the doorway of his daughter’s room. It had literally been a month since he’d seen her awake. Lately, his work schedule had been frantic. As a last-ditch effort to save his employer from takeover, he often left home before daylight and rarely returned until well after his family had gone to bed. Several times during the past few weeks, he had not come home at all.

David gently placed his briefcase next to the dresser and moved toward the bed. His only child’s breathing seemed loud in the quiet room. Sinking to his knees, David reached out to stroke her hair. It was so soft. The Cinderella nightlight she’d cherished since her fourth Christmas cast an angelic glow on her perfect face. Jennifer Christine Ponder. “My little Jenny,” he murmured. David remembered the very moment she had been born . . . twelve years ago today. He glanced at the clock on the nightstand: 2:18 A.M. Okay, he thought disgustedly, so it was twelve years ago yesterday. A tear slipped down his cheek.

“David?” It was Ellen. Moving into the room, she touched his shoulder. “I thought I heard you come in. Is everything all right?”

David looked up into his wife’s face. Her hair was a mess from sleeping, and of course, she had on no makeup She wore a long white T-shirt that contrasted with her medium-length dark hair. Her brown eyes were sleepy, but she was as beautiful to him as the day they had met twenty-five years ago.

Ellen knelt beside her husband. With her fingers, she brushed the hair from his forehead.

“David,” she said again, “are you all right?”

He took her hand in both of his, brought it to his lips, and said simply, “No.”
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At 5:00 A.M., Ellen lay asleep on her side with her head on David’s chest. David was on his back, wondering how she could possibly sleep. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever sleep again. For almost two hours, he’d told Ellen everything that had happened that evening.

Late that afternoon, David and a team of management personnel had gathered in the executive conference room. By five, they had begun working the phones, feverishly soliciting stockholder support. It was a desperate, last-ditch attempt to prevent a hostile buyout by a predatory conglomerate. Final notice reached the conference room shortly before midnight. Despite their best efforts—tears, pleas, prayers, and curses—the takeover had been completed. All executive and supervisory positions at the plant were terminated effective immediately.

A security guard had entered David’s office less than fifteen minutes after the phone call and offered to help clean out his desk. Within the hour, David was at the guard house near the plant entrance, waiting for a taxi. After twenty-three years of service, David had been asked to relinquish the key to his office, the key to the gym, and the key to his company car.

As he lay awake, David thought about his life. He and Ellen had met the day after both graduated from Iowa State University. David had a degree in business and was determined to make his mark with a Fortune 500 company, while Ellen, with her degree in education, wanted to teach. For two years they dated. People often asked if they were brother and sister. David’s height was their only difference. He, at six-foot-two, was taller than she, but the dark hair, brown eyes, and thin body type gave them a similar look.

They would have been married sooner had it not been for David’s insistence on finding a career job before settling down. He worked in his father’s shoe store as a stopgap measure while sending out résumés all over the country. Ellen had already been teaching fifth grade for almost a year when David was accepted as a management trainee for a chemical company in Dallas. They were married almost immediately.

David became immersed in his work. He felt that he had found a position that would allow him to be in control of his family’s future. Ellen enjoyed teaching and taught right up until Jenny was born and then never went back. Financially, the family struggled a bit on one income, but it was a sacrifice they were willing to make to have one parent at home full time for their daughter.

“Ellen,” David said as he squeezed her arm.

“What, honey?” she mumbled.

“Is Jenny mad at me?”

“What?” Ellen asked.

“Is Jenny mad because I missed her birthday?”

Ellen put her arms around David. “No, honey. Jenny is fine.”

“I’m pretty mad about it, you know . . . honey . . . Ellen?”

David sighed. Ellen had already drifted back to sleep. The world could be coming to an end, and Ellen would have no problem sleeping. He never understood how she did that. She usually laughed and said she knew he’d always take care of her. If that is true, David thought, how is she sleeping now? Isn’t it obvious that I am failing miserably in that department?

Staring into the darkness, David remembered walking the moonlit beach on the island of St. John. Their honeymoon to the Caribbean had been a gift from her parents. Ellen’s dad owned a lawn care business and had insisted on dipping into his savings for the honor of beginning his daughter’s marriage in a special way. And it was special. They walked on the beach and talked for hours. At one point, David remembered, he had taken Ellen’s face in his hands and said, “I promise you everything,” and she had not laughed. He had been serious, and she knew it.

For more than ten years they prayed for a child, and when Jenny came along, their lives seemed complete. David put his energy and focus into providing a home and lifestyle in which his family would prosper. But his work at the plant, while it did provide a living, never seemed to provide a life. As David told a friend one day, “I’m working so hard to live where we want to live that I don’t actually get to live there.”

As the years passed, their savings were slowly depleted. A computer business David put together with an old fraternity brother was gone in two years, and rising interest rates had soured their real estate investments. Subsequently, the college fund that had been started for Jenny when she was born was used to put braces on her teeth only six months ago. David tried vainly to recall if the price he had paid the orthodontist covered everything. Funny, the things one thinks about at a time like this, David mused. If I haven’t already paid for having them removed, Jenny just might be wearing braces when she’s thirty.

David’s mind drifted back to the beach on St. John. “I promise you everything,” he had said. He felt the bile rising in his throat. David looked at Ellen, still sleeping peacefully beside him. I promised you everything, he thought, and now I’ve provided nothing. Quickly, David got out of bed, stumbled into the bathroom, and threw up.

Around seven, Ellen woke up alone. Putting on her housecoat and slippers, she went into the kitchen where she found her husband sitting at the breakfast table. It seemed strange to her to see him in jeans and a T-shirt. For years David had been the first one awake in their family, and by this time, he had always been ready to walk out the door in a coat and tie. It was obvious to Ellen that he had not slept at all. “Good morning, dear,” she said.

“Jenny’s not up yet,” David said. “Coffee’s made.”

She looked at him for a moment. “David,” she said, “everything will be fine.” He turned and stared out the window into the backyard. “David,” she said again, “everything is going to be okay. We’ve been through tough times before.”

“I’m forty-six, Ellen,” David said. “Forty-six-year-old executives are not being hired anywhere except McDonald’s. We have a second mortgage on this house, you know. Your car is not paid for, and I don’t have one anymore. I get no severance from the plant because I didn’t opt out in the package deal they offered last year. We don’t have any money, and I don’t know where to borrow any more. This is more than a tough time, and we have not been through this before.”

“So what are we going to do?” Ellen asked.

“I don’t know,” David answered. “I have no clue.”



TWO 
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SEVEN MONTHS LATER, DAVID FELT LIKE A BEATEN man. The health insurance coverage from his former employer had run its course, and the part-time job David took at a hardware store provided little more than minimum wage. Ellen was making more money than he was. She had placed hand-printed advertisements on bulletin boards all over town and was cleaning houses five days a week. Every day for months, David continued to search for a job. The seemingly endless stream of rejections confused him. At least I’m on my way up, he kept telling himself. It can’t get any worse. But it did.

That morning had dawned cold and hard. It was everything David had always hated about winter. The sky was the color of dirty water, and the below-freezing temperature, carried by a nasty wind, cut David like the thrusts of a thousand knives. Struggling into the used car he had bought with a loan from his father, David cursed at nothing and no one in particular.

The car seemed to David a constant reminder of his failure. He had answered an ad in the newspaper and paid a high school kid nine hundred dollars for what he had hoped would be temporary transportation. It was a two-door Dodge Colt, mostly faded silver except for the right fender, which was black. The brake lights quit about ten minutes after David completed the sale, and the heater had never worked in the first place.

Shivering as he drove to work, David’s mind was as numb as his body. Ellen had been up most of the night with Jenny. The child had suffered with a fever and sore throat now for three days, and with the lack of sleep, none of them were feeling well. Jenny, however, was truly sick. It was the fifth or sixth time she had been ill this winter. David had lost count.

When he had gotten out of the shower that morning, he heard Ellen hanging up the phone. “Who was that?” David asked.

“It was Dr. Reed’s office, David,” she said. “I’ve got to take her in to see what’s wrong. Tylenol isn’t handling this.”

“What kind of parent am I?” David said aloud, interrupting his reverie as he pulled the Colt into a parking place behind Marshall’s Hardware. “What kind of person am I? What has happened to me?”

When Ellen mentioned the doctor, he blew up. Where did she think the money was coming from, he yelled, and of course, she yelled right back that she’d steal it if she had to. This was their daughter, she shouted. Didn’t he care about that anymore? As David left the house, he went by Jenny’s room to kiss her good-bye. She had big tears rolling down her face. Jenny had heard everything.

About ten that morning, David was loading shingles on a flatbed truck in front of the store. He was grateful for the activity. The shingles were heavy, and they gave him somewhere to focus his anger. “Ponder!” someone yelled. David looked up. It was Mr. Marshall, the owner of the store. A tall, lanky old man with curly white hair and a red nose, he was leaning out the back door, motioning to David. “Phone call,” he barked as David strode past him into the warm store. “It’s your wife. Make it quick. I’ve told you about personal calls.”

“Ellen,” David said as he picked up the phone. “Where are you?”

“I’m at home,” she said. “We just got back from the doctor.”

“What did he say?”

“David, it’s her tonsils.”

“Okay?”

Ellen paused. “Honey, Dr. Reed said her tonsils have to come out. He said we need to have it done right away.”

“Ponder!”

David looked around. It was Mr. Marshall. “Let’s go, son,” he said. “I got a driver waiting on you.”

“David? Are you there?” he heard Ellen ask through the phone.

“Yes. Yes, I’m here,” he said. “Ellen, we have no insurance.”

“I’ve already checked,” she answered. “The operation, including the hospital, will only cost eleven hundred dollars.”

David was stunned. “We don’t have eleven hundred dollars,” he said.

“We can put it on a credit card.”

“Hey, Ponder. This is the last time I’m going to tell you. Get off the phone,” the store owner warned.

David put his hand over his ear, trying to concentrate on the conversation with his wife. “We don’t have any room on a credit card, Ellen. Every card is maxed out.”

Ellen started to cry. “Then we’ll just have to borrow the money, David. Jenny is sick.”

“I know Jenny’s sick, honey, but we can’t borrow anything. We’re a month behind on the house, two months on your car. No bank will touch us. My parents don’t have any more money to loan, and God knows, yours don’t. With your dad’s lawn business, they struggle through the winter just to make it themselves.”

Ellen could hardly talk through her tears. “Oh, David. What are we going to do?”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll get the money somehow. Maybe I can work overtime here. Or maybe I can get an advance. I’ll get the money.” As Ellen continued to cry, David pleaded with her: “Honey, please calm down. I have to go. I’ll take care of this, I promise. I love you.” He hung up the phone.

Turning to move from behind the counter, David met Mr. Marshall face-to-face. “I’m sorry . . . ,” he started to say, but the old man cut him off.

“Your next job, you need to pay attention to the rules,” Marshall said.

David was confused. “Excuse me?” he asked.

“You can come back on Friday, and your check will be waiting. I’m letting you go.”

“I’m . . . I’m fired?” David stammered. “I’m fired because I used the telephone?” Marshall stood there with his arms crossed. “My daughter is sick.” The old man didn’t say a word. David was incredulous. He pointed at the phone. “That was my wife calling because my daughter is sick.” David paused, then said once more, this time in almost a whisper, “My daughter is sick.” Raising and lowering his hands in a helpless gesture and shaking his head, David turned and walked slowly out the door.

Reaching the car, David fumbled for the keys and laughed. He had experienced a brief mental flash of the car not starting. “Mr. Marshall,” he saw himself saying, “my car won’t start. May I use your phone?” Twisting the key in the ignition, David laughed again as the car roared to life.

Obviously, he thought, I am laughing because I am cracking up. As David wheeled out of the hardware store parking lot, he wondered, If I’m sane enough to recognize insanity, does that mean I’m okay after all? He laughed again. This time he actually laughed until he cried.

Out on the interstate, David drove past the exit for home. Traffic was light, and it was only 11:15. No reason to go home and share the big news with Ellen just yet. Ellen doesn’t deserve this, David thought. And Jenny certainly did not choose me for a father. A year ago, I was on top of the world, and now, I can’t even provide for my family.

David pulled onto the shoulder. Bowing his head, he clasped his hands together. “Oh, God,” he said aloud. “Oh, God . . .” He stopped and was silent for almost a minute. “Oh, God . . . ,” he began again. After another minute, he put the Colt into gear and moved back onto the highway. I can’t even pray, he thought.

On an impulse, David took the Grayton exit. Almost forty miles from home, he was driving to nowhere in particular. Just like my life, he thought, going nowhere in particular, nowhere special. Didn’t I used to think I had a purpose? David wondered. Wasn’t I accomplishing something?

David looked at the speedometer. It read seventy. There were no other vehicles anywhere in sight. He pressed a little harder on the accelerator. Eighty . . . eighty-five. As he flew over hills and around curves, David became oblivious to the speed. Ninety miles per hour. His thoughts were also racing at a furious pace. Ellen was still young. She was beautiful. If he weren’t around, she could find someone else to take better care of her and Jenny. I still have life insurance, he thought. Would they be better off without me? Would everyone be better off without me?

Without any further conscious thought, David jammed his foot on the accelerator, pressing it down to the floorboard. The little car screamed as David gripped the steering wheel, trying to drive away from his life. With tears streaming down his face, he rolled the window down and steered into a straightaway. The freezing wind seemed to clarify his thoughts. “Why am I here?” David said aloud. “Why is this . . . why is everything happening to me?” He pounded his hand on the steering wheel, let his foot off the accelerator for a second, and then stomped it to the floor again. “Why . . . me?” he screamed. “Why me?”

At that instant, David’s moment of despair intersected with an icy bridge. Covering a small stream, the bridge was no more than fifty feet long, but its sheet of black ice sent the speeding car careening into a spin. Tires screeching, David’s car bounced off the guardrail as he crossed the short bridge and found himself still on the highway. He fought desperately for control as the car fishtailed from side to side and finally swerved off the road.

Many people, when faced with a life-or-death crisis, talk of seeing their past scroll before their eyes. They experience childhood, adolescence, and many years of living all in one split second. In that moment, one person might feel remorse while another gains an acceptance of the inevitable and receives a peaceful calm. David Ponder, on the other hand, had only questions in his heart as his car careened helplessly toward a giant oak tree. With his remaining conscious thought, David removed his hands from the steering wheel and raised them as fists to the sky. “Please, God!” he cried. “Why me?”

And then . . . nothing.



THREE 
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“PLEASE GET OFF THE FLOOR AND SIT IN THIS CHAIR.”

Slowly, David opened his eyes and looked directly into the face of a man who seemed vaguely familiar. A small, older gentleman, his short almost-white hair was neatly combed, contrasting with the slightly disheveled appearance of his clothes. The sleeves of his dress shirt were rolled up at the elbows, and his red-and-black-striped tie was loosened at the collar. Atop his sharp nose sat a pair of round spectacles that were thick enough to make his clear blue eyes seem huge.

“This is a very inconvenient time for me,” the man said. “Just sit right there and be very quiet.” Turning quickly, he walked toward a huge hand-carved desk. Settling himself behind it and picking up a stack of papers, he grumbled, “As if I don’t have enough happening right now.”

Confused, David glanced around. He was sitting on a large Persian rug, his back against the wall of an ornate, high-ceilinged room. Directly to his left was the hard-backed mahogany chair that had been indicated by the man who was now intently sorting papers across the room. To his right, a globe stood on a pedestal in front of an unlit fireplace.

Easing up and into the chair, David said, “I’m thirsty.”

Without looking up, the man replied, “I’ll get you something in a bit. For now, please be quiet.”

“Where am I?” David asked.

“Look here now.” The man cursed as he slammed the stack of papers down on the desk and pointed a finger at David. “I politely asked you to be quiet, and I’m expecting you to do it. You are in Potsdam, Germany, a suburb of Berlin in a free zone presently controlled by the Red army. It is Tuesday, July 24, 1945.” Taking a deep breath and appearing to calm down, he reached for his work again. Separating the papers, he said, “There now, sit and chew on that for a while.”

David wrinkled his brow. I must be in a hospital, he thought. This is a creepy old place. And if this guy is my doctor, he has a horrible bedside manner. Sitting absolutely still, trying to collect himself, David watched the man at the desk. Why would he tell me I’m in Germany? he wondered. And the Red army thing? I must have a head injury. Is this some kind of psychiatric exam?

He tugged at the collar of his dark blue sweatshirt. Uncomfortably warm, David noticed a water pitcher and some glasses on a small table near a window directly across the room. He stood up and walked slowly to the water. From the corner of his eye, David saw the man behind the desk briefly glance up, frown, and go back to his work.

David quietly poured a glass of water and, drinking it, looked out the window. He was obviously in a second-floor room of this building or house or whatever it was. Below him, no more than fifty feet away, was the bank of a slow-moving river. There were no people boating, no children playing—in fact, he didn’t see anyone at all. “Something isn’t right here,” David muttered as a breeze crossed his face and rustled the drapes beside him.

Reaching his arm through the open window, David was almost startled to find that the air was warm and humid. Then he realized what had been bothering him. It was the air itself. The air was warm. Every tree within sight was full of leaves, and the grass in the yard below him was green. In the dead of winter?

Putting his glass down on the table, David placed his hands on the windowsill and pushed his whole upper body through the opening. Yes, it was hot, he decided, and pulled himself back inside. What kind of place is this? David wondered. Why are the windows open in the first place? As hot as it is, the air conditioning should be running full blast.

As he moved back toward his seat, David looked around for a thermostat. There wasn’t one that he could see. The only temperature-controlling device was an old heater that someone had put in the fireplace. Not that that heater would do anyone any good, he thought. It’s so old, it looks like it could have been made in . . . , David stopped in midstride. In a soft voice, he said aloud, “. . . 1945.”

Wheeling suddenly, David faced the man behind the desk. The white-haired gentleman looked up and slowly pushed his work to the side. A slight smile on his thin lips, he leaned back into his chair, crossed his arms, and peered curiously at David.

David’s mind raced furiously. Potsdam . . . Potsdam . . . , he thought. Why is that name so familiar? Then, like a thunderbolt, it came to him. Potsdam, Germany, he remembered from a television documentary, was the site of the famous war conference after which the decision had been made to drop the atomic bomb on Japan during World War II.

A shudder passed through his body as David put his hands to his head. Think, think, he commanded himself. Who attended the war conference in Potsdam? It was Churchill, Stalin, and . . . All the breath seemed to go out of David at once as he groped for the chair behind him. Sitting down heavily, he stared at the man in front of him. “You’re Harry Truman,” he said in a shocked tone.

“Yes,” the man said, “I am. Though at the moment I would give anything to be almost anyone else.”

Swallowing audibly, David said, “They call you ‘Give ’Em Hell Harry.’”

Truman grimaced. “I never give anybody hell,” he snorted. “I just tell the truth, and they think it’s hell.”

Removing his glasses, he rubbed his eyes and said, “Obviously, I’ll not be getting any peace from this point on, so we might as well go ahead and talk.” Putting his glasses back on, he rose and came out from behind the desk. “By the way,” he said, “why not you?”

“Excuse me?” David asked.

“Why . . . not . . . you?” Looking directly into David’s eyes, he enunciated the words carefully, separating them as if he were speaking to a child. “I believe that is the answer to the last question you asked before you arrived.”

David frowned. Trying to remember, he said, “I was in an accident, I think.”

“Yes,” Truman said, “that’s sometimes how this happens. And the last question a person asks is often, ‘Why me?’ Of course, ‘Why me?’ is a question great men and women have been asking themselves since time began. I know the thought has occurred to me more than once during the past few days. It’s hard for me to believe that twenty-five years ago, I was a clerk in a clothing store!” Truman extended his hand and pulled David to his feet. “What’s your name, son?”

“David Ponder. Am I okay?”

“Well, David Ponder, if you mean ‘Am I dead?’ the answer is no. If you simply mean ‘Am I okay?’” Truman shrugged, “I’m not sure. I’ve never been given any information on how these things turn out.”

Suddenly, David relaxed. Smiling, he said, “I understand. I’m dreaming, right?”

“Maybe you are,” the president said, “but, David, I’m not. And even if you are dreaming, that’s not a problem. For centuries, dreams have been used to communicate instruction and direction to people of purpose—great men and women. God used dreams to prepare Joseph for his future as a leader of nations. He gave battle plans to Gideon in a dream. Joan of Arc, Jacob, George Washington, Marie Curie, and the apostle Paul were all guided by their dreams.”

“But I’m an ordinary guy,” David said. “I’m nothing like any of the people you’ve mentioned—great, I mean—and I’m certainly no apostle Paul. I’m not even sure I believe in God anymore.”

Truman smiled as he put a hand on David’s shoulder. “That’s all right, son,” he said. “He believes in you.”

“How can you be certain of that?” David asked.

“Because,” Truman responded, “you wouldn’t be here if He didn’t. Occasionally, someone is chosen to travel the ages, gathering wisdom for future generations. It’s as if the Almighty literally reaches down and places His hand on a shoulder, and in this particular case,” the president peered over his glasses, “it was your shoulder.”

A sharp knock at the door drew their attention. Without waiting for a response, a large, stocky man strode into the room. It was Fred Canfil, Truman’s special bodyguard. Formerly the U.S. marshal from Kansas City, Fred was temporarily attached to the Secret Service and had become a favorite of the president and his family. “I’m sorry to barge in like this, sir,” he said as his eyes surveyed the room. “I thought I heard you talking to someone.”

“No, Fred,” Truman said as he looked directly at David, “no one here.” Then motioning toward the door with his hand, he said, “If you’ll see that I’m not disturbed?”

“Of course, Mr. President,” Canfil said as he slowly backed out, a concerned look on his face. Still glancing about, he added, “I’ll be escorting you to the conference room within the hour, but if you need me before then . . .”

“You’ll be right outside,” Truman said as he ushered his bewildered friend from the room, “and I won’t hesitate to call for you. Thank you, Fred.”

As the president closed the door, David asked, “He can’t see me?”

“Apparently no one can,” Truman replied. “No one, that is, except the person you came to visit. Of course, that makes me look a little crazy,” he said with a grin, “in here, all alone, talking to myself.” Quickly, he wiped the grin off his face and continued, “But I shouldn’t think anyone would find it strange. I have ample reason to be talking to myself, what with everything that’s going on here.” Truman cocked his head and looked at David from the corner of his eye. “It is curious how you people always seem to show up during critical points in my life.”

“So this has happened to you before?” David asked.

“Yes,” Truman said, “three times now since I became president, you being the third. The first time was the night Roosevelt died. I was all alone in the Oval Office, and this kid just appeared out of nowhere. Fred came busting through the door—almost gave me a heart attack. It was strange that no one could see him but me.”

“The kid?”

“Yeah, the kid.” Truman paused. “I say ‘kid.’ He was a teenager actually. He was having trouble deciding whether or not to finish college.”

David was incredulous. “That doesn’t seem to be a problem big enough for the president.”

“What are you here for?” Truman asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Well,” the president said as he moved across the room, “at least the kid had a question.” Leaning against the desk, he motioned for David to sit in a chair near the globe. “Anyway, there was a lot of pressure for him to stay in school.”

“What did you tell him to do?” David asked.

“I didn’t tell him to do anything,” Truman replied. “That’s not my part in all this. I offer perspective. The ultimate outcome of anyone’s life is a matter of personal choice.” The president continued, “I was evidently his second visit. He had just spent an hour or so with Albert Einstein.”

David shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Will I be going somewhere after this?”

“Yes, you will,” Truman said. “Several different places actually, but don’t worry. They will be expecting you.”

“So you knew I was coming?”

“I was informed as you might expect—in a dream— the other evening,” Truman said. Walking around behind his desk, Truman opened the right top drawer. Removing a folded piece of paper, he handed it to David and said, “I was instructed to prepare this for you. This is the essence of why you are here. It is one of the Decisions for Success. This is the first of seven you will receive. You are to keep it with you, reading it twice daily until it is committed to your heart. For only by committing this principle to your heart will you be able to share its value with others.”

David started to unfold the page. “No, no,” the president said as he put his hands over David’s. “Don’t read it now. You must wait until our meeting is finished. As soon as you read these words, you will immediately travel to your next destination. Amazing, actually. You read the last word and—bang!—you’re gone!”

David reached over and touched the globe, unconsciously turning it to the United States. “Do you know my future?” he asked.

“Nope,” Truman said. “Can’t help you there. And wouldn’t if I could. Your future is what you decide it will be. Now you, on the other hand, could probably tell me mine.” As David opened his mouth to speak, the president held out his hands as if to ward off the words. “Thanks, but no thanks. God knows, there are enough influences coming to bear without you telling me what I already did!”

“You say my future is what I decide it to be,” David ventured. “I’m not sure I agree with that. My present is certainly not of my making. I worked for years to finally end up with no job, no money, and no prospects.”

“David, we are all in situations of our own choosing. Our thinking creates a pathway to success or failure. By disclaiming responsibility for our present, we crush the prospect of an incredible future that might have been ours.”

“I don’t understand,” David said.

“I am saying that outside influences are not responsible for where you are mentally, physically, spiritually, emotionally, or financially. You have chosen the pathway to your present destination. The responsibility for your situation is yours.”

David stood up. “That’s not true,” he cried angrily. “I did a good job at the plant. I could’ve taken early retirement, but I stayed. I stayed to help the company remain afloat, and I was fired. It was not . . . my . . . fault!”

“Sit down,” Truman said softly. Drawing a chair around to face David, who was trembling with anger and confusion, he said, “Look here, son. It is not my desire to upset you, but with the limited time we have been given together, truth will have to stand before tact.”

Placing his elbows on his knees, the president leaned forward and took a deep breath. “Listen to me now. You are where you are because of your thinking. Your thinking dictates your decisions. Decisions are choices. Years ago, you chose where you would attend college. You chose your course of study. When you graduated with the degree you chose to pursue, you chose the companies to which you would send a résumé. After interviewing with the companies that responded, you chose the one for which you would work. Somewhere during that time, you chose to go to a party or a play or a ball game. There, you met a girl whom you chose to marry. Together, you chose to have a family and how large that family would be.

“When you chose the house in which you would live and the cars you would drive, you chose how much the payments would be each month. By choosing to eat rib eye steaks or hot dogs, you chose your household expenses. And you were the one who chose not to take early retirement. You chose to stay until the bitter end. Years ago, you began making the choices that led you to your present situation. And you walked right down the middle of the path every step of the way.”

Truman paused. He pulled out his handkerchief and wiped his brow. David’s head was hanging, his chin on his chest. “David, look at me,” the president said. David’s eyes met his. “The words It’s not my fault! should never again come from your mouth. The words It’s not my fault! have been symbolically written on the gravestones of unsuccessful people ever since Eve took her first bite of the apple. Until a person takes responsibility for where he is, there is no basis for moving on. The bad news is that the past was in your hands, but the good news is that the future, my friend, is also in your hands.”

As the president leaned forward to touch the younger man on the shoulder, he was interrupted by three quick knocks on the door. “Mr. President,” came a voice from the hallway. It was Fred Canfil.

“Five-minute warning, sir. I’ll wait for you out here. Mr. Churchill and the Russian are already making their way to the conference room.”

“Thank you, Fred.” Truman chuckled. “It seems my bodyguard doesn’t care very much for Mr. Stalin. Come to think of it, neither do I, and frankly, I keep a few of my plans to myself. But I suppose he’s a necessary part of this process.” He stood up and began rolling down his sleeves and buttoning the cuffs.

David saw the president’s jacket hanging over the back of the desk chair and went to retrieve it.

“What will you do?” he asked.

Truman buttoned his collar, straightened his tie, and eyed David warily. “Let’s not play any games here, son. I think we both know what I’m about to do. Do I want to do it? Do I want to deploy this . . . this bomb? Of course not!”

He strode to his desk and gathered several notebooks. Suddenly, he put them down again and faced David. “I don’t have any idea what you know about me.” He paused. “I suppose I mean that I don’t know what people say about me in the . . . ahh . . .” He wiggled his left hand at David as if he could conjure up the words he wanted to say. “I don’t know what they say about me where you come from. For all I know, history books are full of how I feel or how I look or what kind of scotch I drink, and frankly, I don’t care. But let’s get something straight between you and me. I hate this weapon, okay? I’m scared of it and concerned about what it might mean for the future of our world.”

“Why have you decided to use it?” David asked the question with no accusation, no judgment in the tone of his voice. He simply wanted to understand the thoughts of this common man who had been placed in an uncommon position. “Why have you decided to drop the bomb?”

Truman took a deep breath. “I am the first president since the beginning of modern warfare to have experienced combat. During the First World War, I would have given anything, paid any price, to end the death and suffering I watched my friends endure. And now, here I sit, the commander in chief with the ability—no, the responsibility— to end this war and bring our boys home.

“Believe me,” he said as he slipped on his jacket, “I have examined every option. I asked General Marshall what it would cost in lives to land on the Tokyo plain and other places in Japan. It was his opinion that such an invasion would cost at a minimum a quarter of a million American lives. And that’s just the invasion. After that we would literally be forced to go house to house and take the country. Did you know that during this whole war, not one single Japanese platoon has surrendered, not one?”

David watched Truman, his jaw set, but with a weariness in his face as he placed the final papers in a leather satchel. “Yes,” he said. “It must be done. How could any president face the mothers and sons and daughters of these American servicemen if, after the slaughter of an invasion of Japan, it became known that there was within the arsenal a weapon of sufficient force to end the war and it was not used?”

He stared blankly at David for a moment. It was as if he were seeing something of his own future, and it scared him. Shaking his head to clear his thoughts, he said, “Still got the paper?”

“Yes, sir,” David said as he held up the folded page that had never left his hand.

“Well, then,” the president said with a smile, “go ahead and read it.” He walked to the door, opened it, and was about to walk through when he paused, turned, and said, “David?”

“Sir?” David answered.

“Good luck, son.”

“Thank you, sir,” David said.

Truman turned to leave, but again reached back in to shake David’s hand. “And one more thing,” he said as he raised an eyebrow, “just because I use the expression ‘good luck’ doesn’t mean that luck actually has anything to do with where you end up.” With that, the president of the United States closed the door.

All alone, David glanced around the room. He walked slowly to the desk and sat down behind it in the big leather chair where Truman had been only moments before. Carefully, he unfolded the paper and began to read.

THE FIRST DECISION FOR SUCCESS 

The buck stops here.

From this moment forward, I will accept responsibility for my past. I understand that the beginning of wisdom is to accept the responsibility for my own problems and that by accepting responsibility for my past, I free myself to move into a bigger, brighter future of my own choosing.

Never again will I blame my parents, my spouse, my boss, or other employees for my present situation. Neither my education nor lack of one, my genetics, or the circumstantial ebb and flow of everyday life will affect my future in a negative way. If I allow myself to blame these uncontrollable forces for my lack of success, I will be forever caught in a web of the past. I will look forward. I will not let my history control my destiny.

The buck stops here. I accept responsibility for my past. I am responsible for my success.

I am where I am today—mentally, physically, spiritually, emotionally, and financially—because of decisions I have made. My decisions have always been governed by my thinking. Therefore, I am where I am today—mentally, physically, spiritually, emotionally, and financially—because of how I think. Today I will begin the process of changing where I am—mentally, physically, spiritually, emotionally, and financially—by changing the way I think.

My thoughts will be constructive, never destructive. My mind will live in the solutions of the future. It will not dwell in the problems of the past. I will seek the association of those who are working and striving to bring about positive changes in the world. I will never seek comfort by associating with those who have decided to be comfortable.

When faced with the opportunity to make a decision, I will make one. I understand that God did not put in me the ability to always make right decisions. He did, however, put in me the ability to make a decision and then make it right. The rise and fall of my emotional tide will not deter me from my course. When I make a decision, I will stand behind it. My energy will go into making the decision. I will waste none on second thoughts. My life will not be an apology. It will be a statement.

The buck stops here. I control my thoughts. I control my emotions.

In the future when I am tempted to ask the question “Why me?” I will immediately counter with the answer: “Why not me?” Challenges are gifts, opportunities to learn. Problems are the common thread running through the lives of great men and women. In times of adversity, I will not have a problem to deal with; I will have a choice to make. My thoughts will be clear. I will make the right choice. Adversity is preparation for greatness. I will accept this preparation. Why me? Why not me? I will be prepared for something great!

I accept responsibility for my past. I control my thoughts. I control my emotions. I am responsible for my success.

The buck stops here.
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