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In the midst of a successful business career, Doug Smith 
received life-altering news that set him on an entirely new journey 
to understand what leads to truly joyful, meaningful living — in other words, 
what leads to happiness. Through research and study he begins to understand 
what the most joyful among us have in common is that they remember the past 
with peace, anticipate the future with confidence and live in the present with 
joy and exuberance. He further discovers that what gives them this perspective 
is a set of skills that they consistently, even if subconsciously, practice. He also  
realizes that he is not particularly good at several of these skills. In Happiness: 
The Art of Living with Peace, Confidence and Joy the author recounts, with insight 
and humor, his journey to better understand and practice the skills of happiness, 
with the goal of helping others on their own paths to joyful, meaningful living.
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“ Doug’s wisdom and compassion, his humility and  
 candor are beacons of light that shine through every  
 page of this important and compelling book.”  

— Gail Harris 
Author, “Finders Seekers” and “Body & Soul” (companion to the PBS Series)

“ An absolute must-read for anyone who has been touched  
 by cancer and who dreams of a cancer-free world.”  

— Michael A. Caligiuri, M.D.
CEO of the James Cancer Hospital and Solove Research Institute

“  The clarity and thoughtfulness that Smith brings to  
this book have been distilled through years of teaching  
a class on happiness at DePauw University, and he offers 
clear advice with quiet authenticity…”

— Kirkus Reviews

“This is a 21st century Walden” — ForeWord Reviews
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“In confronting life’s triumphs, as well as personal challenges, 

Doug Smith emerges with a balance and view that is remarkable. 

His book draws you into his personal journey and his insights have 

application to our everyday lives.”

—Richard P. Mayer  

Former CEO of Kraft Foods; Former CEO of KFC

“Doug Smith’s life is his message. He is a model of what is possible, 

no matter what life brings our way. Doug shows us that happiness 

is a choice.”

—Lori Feiner Goldberg  

Owner, The Spa Connection

“From a ledge on White Pine Mountain, the oracle of happiness 

identifies the secret sauce of life, and shares it in poignant stories 

and easy-to-follow teachings. Carve out some quiet alone time, and 

let Doug share his journey and teachings with you.”

—John Lowe  

CEO, Jeni’s Splendid Ice Creams

“Doug has approached the subject of happiness in the same way he 

solves business problems: with humor and analytics, intertwined 

with razor-sharp thinking and writing.”

—Parker MacDonell  

Principal, Invergarry Partners



“Doug Smith’s generously honest book offers wise guidance to 

readers interested in pursuing a happy life. His infectious optimism 

and love for the world are reflected throughout this book, and his 

open and genuine narration of his own journey towards happiness 

is inspiring.”

—Brian Casey  

President, DePauw University

“Doug’s book should be on everyone’s bedside table to remind us, 

in troubled times, that we can overcome obstacles with mindful 

attention to finding meaning, purpose, flow and cherishing others. 

Doug gives generously and honestly of his life’s experiences so that 

we, his readers, will know that we are not alone.”

—Nancy Williams  

Executive Director, Lake George Land Conservancy

“Reading this book will benefit everyone; for many it will be life-

changing; for some it may be life-saving. Heartfelt, moving and 

impactful, a must read for all.”

—H. S. Sunenshine, PhD  

Former President, Walker Research

“Take a journey with Doug Smith’s ‘Happiness’. It is a remarkable 

book and personal story that I highly recommend. This book will 

make you smile and maybe even start you on your own journey 

toward achieving a higher level of personal contentment and self-

actualization.”

—Peter R. Dolan  

Former Chairman and CEO of Bristol-Myers Squibb

“Happiness . . . That warm and fuzzy thing, right?? No. Absolutely 

not. It’s that necessary and very real thing we all seek. Doug shares 

his life experiences while teaching us the skills of happiness in a 

very moving and real way.”

—Andrew R. Summerfield  

President & Creative Director, Summerfield Advertising



“This powerful book guides us along a path of faith and deter-

mination to reach our dreams through forgiveness and 

compassion.”

—Prof. em. Dr. Guido Mislin  

ETH, Zürich.

“Doug Smith brings great insights to an extremely important topic. 

It makes terrific reading for anyone going through life changes and 

challenges.”

—Stephen Sadove  

Former Chairman and CEO, Saks

“Doug Smith has looked outward, faced his challenges, and chosen 

to share his unique insights with all of us.”

—Jeffrey M. Wilkins  

Founder of CompuServe and Entrepreneur

“When adversity found him, Doug found happiness, and, in 

so doing, blazed a path that many readers will benefit from 

following.”

—Josh Sommer  

Executive Director, Chordoma Foundation

“With a business leader’s smarts, a father’s love, a husband’s 

devotion, Doug tackles the questions of happiness in his own life 

and gives away the secrets to his readers.”

—John P. Schuster  

Author of “Answering Your Call” and “The Power of Your Past”

“Doug Smith provides us all with a truly rare and unsparingly 

honest glimpse into the inner life of a CEO—and one man’s journey 

from being driven by fear and judgment, to leading from love and 

happiness. The concepts and skills Doug describes are invaluable 

to us all.”

—Ken Murphy  

Former EVP of Human Resources, Altria



“The lessons in this book are a poignant reminder that the values 

of gratitude, friendship, forgiveness and optimism are universal 

and true for all of us. This is a moving story of one blood cancer 

survivor’s journey, his story will inspire other patients and their 

families who are living with a blood cancer, as well as anyone who 

wants to pause for a moment and reflect on themselves and their 

impact on others . . .”

—John E. Walter  

President & CEO, The Leukemia & Lymphoma Society

“This book is a gift that has made me a better father, better friend 

and better leader. This book is the most important book I have read 

in years.”

—Tom Krouse  

President, Donatos

“Doug Smith dares to ask the big questions, and by courageously 

sharing his own struggles, helps the reader explore the answers 

with compassion and honesty.”

—Holly S. Kastan, MSW, LSW  

Director, OSU Stress, Trauma And Resilience (STAR) Program 

Wexner Medical Center at The Ohio State University

“In the true spirit of altruism, encouraged within these pages, Doug 

has graciously given us the gift of better understanding how to find 

happiness.”

—Dennis Bland  

CEO, The Center for Leadership Development
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My great-grandfather told how during the Great Famine, 
when everyone around his part of the country was starving, a 
crow flew past with a potato in its beak, which meant it was 
a good potato, not diseased, and men, women and children 
set off after the crow, stumbling into ditches, falling, jostling 
each other to be the one to get the food if the bird dropped it. 
That’s what the pursuit of happiness is like. This is one of 
life’s mysteries there is no coming to terms with — that as long 
as we have breath we have no choice but to go running after 
happiness, our poor faces strained upward as if we cannot 
get enough of it, as if happy is what we were meant to be, as  
if without happiness we would starve. As we would. 

—Nuala O’Faolain, Chasing the Evanescent Glow





PROLOGUE

This is a book about happiness. More specifically, it is about 
my own journey to discover and increasingly practice the 
skills that lead to happiness. It is not about plastering a 
smile on my face or always being in a good mood. It is about 
something much deeper, much more fundamental.

What I am seeking to know more about, better practice and 
share with others, is that which enables certain people to 
have an underlying and predominant sense of well-being 
and contentment even in their darkest, most difficult days. 
Genuinely happy people, I believe, have a kind of ballast that 
lets them meet with the loss of a job, a broken relationship, 
a major health challenge, a financial reversal or any number 
of setbacks, and still bounce back. They realize that anger, 
remorse, guilt and denial are all stages; they aren’t permanent 
places of residence.

I further believe what enables happy people to have this 
resilience is a set of skills that give them a perspective 
about three things. The first is that they remember  
the past with peace. They don’t carry around a lot of remorse 
or anger about the past. They have learned from whatever 
adversities they faced and mistakes they made, and then 
they have moved on.

Second, they anticipate the future with confidence. As they 
look to the future, they plan and prepare for it, but they also 
realize they cannot control it. They recognize that the future 
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will invariably be different than the scenarios they envision. 
How they adjust to the diversions the universe invariably 
takes sets them apart from others who face the future with 
rigidity.

Finally, with the ability to let go of the past and to be confident 
about the future, happy people live in the present with joy. 
It has been suggested that happiness is found in two places, 
in the present and within us. Genuinely happy people have 
the skill to both be in the present and to look deeply within 
themselves and find happiness.

While the skills that enable this perspective are ones we will 
never perfect, learning to better practice these skills can have 
a profound effect on our own happiness.

This book is based on four premises:

Everyone wants to be happy. This is true without exception. 
We all have a deep yearning to live happily. In fact, the goal 
of achieving happiness underlies every decision we make. 
Whether we take a job or don’t take a job, get married or 
don’t get married, have kids or don’t have kids, give money 
or don’t give money — we think whatever we decide will bring 
us greater happiness. Happiness is what philosophers call an 
“ungrounded grounder.” Meaning that “because it will make 
me happy” is the ultimate answer in a long list of “whys.” 
Once we reach that point, there is no further grounding 
needed.

Happiness is hard. It is easy to be unhappy. It is living with 
joy that is difficult. This is particularly true when we feel at 
odds with the world and face adversity and setbacks.

Happiness is a skill. Happiness is hard because it is a skill. 
This might be the most profound thing I have learned on my 
journey. Previously, I had not thought about happiness as 
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a skill. In fact, it is a set of skills. Like all skills, happiness 
has a genetic component. But also, like all skills, we can 
study the skills of happiness and, through practice, become 
increasingly proficient. We can become happier.

Happiness is worthy of study and pursuit. There is 
overwhelming research demonstrating the benefits of being 
happy. Those of us who are happiest have healthier, more 
enduring and more satisfying relationships. We do better 
at work, are more productive, are better able to work with 
others and even earn more money. We have better physical 
and mental health. We live longer. The benefits of being 
happy are immense.

This book is organized around my own journey to become 
more proficient at the skills of happiness, beginning with a 
life transition some nine years ago. As a result of my journey, 
I have become better at practicing the skills of happiness. I 
am happier. My hope is that by sharing my journey, which 
has really just begun, others will come to better understand 
and better practice the skills of happiness. My hope is that 
you, the reader, will be happier.

I also hope you enjoy the journey.

Douglas A. Smith
October, 2013
At the foot of White Pine Mountain
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I wouldn’t give a fig for simplicity on this side of 
complexity, but I would give my life for simplicity on  
the other side of complexity.

—Oliver Wendell Holmes





Chapter 1

sunrise froM  
wHiTe pine MounTain 

noveMber 2012

If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster,
And treat these two impostors just the same . . .
And lose and start again at your beginning . . .
Yours is the earth and everything that’s in it.

 —Rudyard Kipling, select lines from If

Lake George sits tucked among the Adirondack Mountains of 
upstate New York near the border with Vermont. At 32 miles 
long it is the largest lake in the 6-million-acre Adirondack 
Park. The park is a patchwork of public and private land that 
covers about one-fifth of New York State, but contains only a 
fraction of its population.

In the early 1800s paper and lumber companies clear cut 
millions of acres in upstate New York, and then moved 
west to find virgin timber. They left behind land that had 
been stripped and they viewed as worthless, so when they 
stopped paying taxes on the land, it reverted to the state. 
In the late 1800s New York decided such devastation of its 
land would never happen again. To ensure this, they created 
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the Adirondack Park in 1892, setting much of the state land 
aside as “forever wild.” It’s funny how good things often come 
from such troublesome events.

My father and mother purchased a small piece of private 
land surrounding the lake in 1945, as the Second World War 
came to an end. My dad, J Stanford Smith, was an Indiana 
farm boy who thought Lake George and the mountains that 
surrounded it were like nothing he had ever seen. In 1936 
he began a career at General Electric in Schenectady, New 
York, about 70 miles south. Electricity was a key to the 
future in the 1930s, and my father intended to be part of 
that future — in fact, he intended to lead it single-handedly, 
if necessary.

In 1938 he married my mother, Elaine Showalter, who also 
grew up in Indiana. They had met while students at DePauw 
University. In 1946, they built a small cabin on the west side 
of the lake, in the village of Hague. They called the humble 
cabin “Barcastedo.” The name was probably intended to 
sound Native American in origin, but it is actually the first 
few letters of my siblings’ and my names — Barbara, Carol, 
Steve and Doug. The cabin sits in a small bay sheltered by 
nearly a dozen islands. The land and home have now passed 
to my siblings and me.

During July and August, Lake George and the Adirondacks are 
a vacation Mecca for the people of New York and surrounding 
states. But after Labor Day it belongs to the few year-round 
residents. Within the park there are only 100,000 permanent 
residents, about the same number that lived here in 1900. 
These residents have mixed feelings about the summer folk. 
I suppose most of them would prefer to have the lake and 
mountains to themselves all year, but tourism is an essential 
source of livelihood to the people of the Adirondacks. Hague is 
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no exception. The resorts, boating industries and caretaking 
the property of summer residents all provide needed work. 
A pillow at the home of a close friend and neighbor captures 
perfectly the sentiments of the year-round residents: “God 
bless everyone . . . even the summer folk.”

~
In early November 2012, I am at the lake. I have come alone 
for 10 days of solitude; to study, to read, to reflect and to 
write. I clearly have an understanding wife. As I do most 
every morning when at the lake, I have hiked up White Pine 
Mountain, which stands behind our house.

I have been sitting on a ledge overlooking the lake since 
just before sunrise. The sun has now risen well over  
the mountains on the eastern shore. The sky is the bright 
blue one only seems to find in autumn. The leaves have just 
about finished their annual show of color. The shores of the 
lake are a patchwork of colors — green from the hemlocks, 
white pine, spruce and fir trees and yellow, red and orange 
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from the oak, maple, hickory and beech trees that share  
the mountain sides. Being late fall, the tourists have left and 
the lake is quiet, with only the sounds from an occasional 
fishing craft interrupting the stillness. I wear a wool 
sweater and a heavy jacket, as the chill of the approaching 
Adirondack winter overwhelms the warmth of my fading 
summer memories.

As I sit looking out over the lake and the sun rises over the 
mountains, I am filled with an overwhelming sense of awe 
and gratitude that I have the privilege of being here. By “here” 
I suppose I mean this particular spot, on this particular 
day. But in a larger context, I realize that the overriding and 
predominant feeling in my life is a deep sense of gratefulness 
for the fortune just to be on this earth in possession of the 
capacities of a “normal” human being. It seems I thank God 
dozens of times each day for the privilege of just being alive. 
I feel as if my life is a miracle beyond comprehension and 
that my being “here” is an incredible gift. Put simply, the 
predominant feeling in my life is joy.

I haven’t always felt this way. In fact, as I look back over 
my 66 years, I realize through much of my life I have been 
a selfish little nerd complaining, moaning and whining that 
the world would not bend itself to my particular whims and 
desires. In many ways I feel as if much of my life has played 
out with me as a passenger traveling through some of the 
most incredibly beautiful terrain with my eyes closed.

The sun comes out from behind a cloud and shimmers on 
the water, and I smile as I contemplate the irony surrounding 
the events of some eight years earlier that have led me to the 
other side, to this higher ground. These strange events have 
opened my eyes and given me this overwhelming sense of 
gratitude, peace and love for the life I have been given.
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Chapter 2

THe Long ride HoMe

In the depth of winter, I finally  
learned that within me there lay  
an invincible summer.

—Albert Camus

Have you ever asked a question and then realized you 
desperately don’t want to hear the answer?

It is early September 2004 and I am sitting in a hematologist’s 
office at Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota. I’m here 
because of some rather strange blood test results I received 
a couple of months earlier, followed by even stranger MRI 
results. My general practitioner in Columbus, Ohio has 
suggested I see a hematologist.

I consider myself to be in good health. I have few aches and 
pains. At 58 my prostate may not be quite the same as it was 
at 18 and I have had my hips replaced, but this hasn’t held 
me back. When I get up most mornings I walk 3 or 4 miles. 
I feel fine and as a result I have concluded that these test 
results are flukes and that the doctors at the Mayo Clinic will 
confirm my diagnosis.
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After two days at the Mayo Clinic of probing and testing, the 
doctors seem to be coming to the same conclusion. One more 
appointment with the hematologist, who has run a series of 
blood tests, and I will be out of there, heading back home to 
Columbus with a clean bill of health.

The hematologist has received results from most of the blood 
tests and they are, as only doctors can say it, “unremarkable” —  
meaning they are normal. We exchange a few pleasantries  
and I’m about to walk out the door when, just like in the 
movies, the phone rings. The doctor picks up the phone, 
listens for a couple of minutes, hangs up, writes something 
down and slowly turns toward me. Then he tells me as 
compassionately as he can that the results of the final test 
are not good. They reveal that I have a form of blood cancer. 
Specifically, I have Chronic Lymphocytic Leukemia (CLL), 
which he tells me is slow developing but incurable. I slowly 
take in what he says.

So I ask the question I wish I hadn’t asked. It is probably the 
same question most of us would ask, at least to ourselves, 
if not to the doctor, upon receiving such news: “How long 
before this illness ends my life?” As soon as the words are 
out of my mouth, I begin to realize I don’t want to know the 
answer. But before I have the time, the clarity of thought or 
the courage to retract it, I find myself hearing the answer.

“CLL is a disease that runs from being indolent, never even 
requiring treatment in one’s lifetime, to much more aggressive 
forms that can be very difficult to manage,” he says.

I guess I looked like I wanted to hear more because he then 
added: “Your pathology report indicates you may have a more 
aggressive form of the illness, or that you contracted it some 
time ago. With existing means of treatments, I think you can 
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probably count on living another five to 10 years. It could be 
less, could possibly be even more. No one can know for sure.”

I sit in silence. Slowly, I gather my things and try to gather 
my thoughts as I leave his office and head to the parking lot 
to find my car. I am overcome with fear. It is about six in the 
evening and I am alone in the car — except it feels like I have 
a companion sitting in the passenger seat next to me: death.

My mind is consumed with the diagnosis and prognosis I 
have been given. I want to call my wife, but I want to collect 
my thoughts before I do.

I had planned to stay in Rochester and fly home the next day, 
but a night alone in a hotel room is not very appealing — in 
fact, it frightens the hell out of me. Columbus is a 12-hour 
drive. If I leave now, I will arrive around 7 a.m. on Thursday. 
I continue to sit in the parking lot trying to make sense out 
of my present situation. Finally, I put the key in the ignition 
and begin the long overnight drive back to Columbus and the 
comfort of home.
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Cell phones can be wonderful instruments. During the night 
I call my dear wife Phyllis at least a dozen times. I am driving 
and she is not sleeping, so we talk. We are on this journey 
together as we have been on every other journey for the past 
35 years.

Between phone calls I try to make sense out of what I have 
been told. My first thoughts are pretty primitive: Make 
this illness go away and make this all a bad dream. I hope 
repeating the sentiment will make the diagnosis and the 
illness magically disappear. My mind races over the facts that 
I have learned, sparse as they are. I can’t fully comprehend 
or accept them. How could this be? I feel fine. I haven’t 
done anything that would lead to this diagnosis. Maybe the 
doctors have it all wrong. Maybe they are reading someone 
else’s blood test results. I play the whole scene with the 
hematologist over and over again in my mind, looking for a 
different outcome. Of course, I can’t find one, so my mind 
races on even faster.

I try the radio. Maybe between the country, classical and 
new age music and the late-night talk shows, I will find 
an answer. But to what? I keep coming back to the fact 
that I have cancer, an incurable form at that. What does 
incurable mean? He said it was slow developing. What does 
that mean? Maybe it is incurable to western medicine, but 
maybe some alternative forms of treatment work to “cure” 
the illness. Maybe I shouldn’t be thinking about a cure as 
much as something that will manage the illness, extend my 
life . . . maybe even to a fuller expectancy. For someone who 
is 58, what is a normal life expectancy anyway? My mind 
then races back to the beginning of this tortuous cycle . . . 
make this illness go away. I am running on nervous energy, 
and I am using lots of it. But it is getting me no place. It is 
like spinning one’s tires in the mud and digging a deeper and 
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deeper hole. The phone is my lifeline. I again call my wife. 
She lovingly tries to get me to slow the pace of my thinking, 
to drop my primitive thoughts.

I pull over to the side of the road. It is windy, and as I gaze 
out the window I can see the broken clouds racing across the 
sky, weaving in and out of the stars and half moon. The night 
sky is really quite beautiful. I try to slow my thinking and 
get centered, taking a few deep breaths. I am filled with fear, 
with anger, with a sense of loss and uncertainty about the 
future. And then, sitting by the side of the road and looking 
into the darkness, I begin to feel calmer. For the moment 
at least, my mind is no longer cycling. I think that maybe, 
just maybe, I can figure out a way to deal with this. But the 
thought is fleeting, and the fear returns. I pull back onto the 
highway heading for the comfort of home.

The country music station begins playing one of my favorite 
songs, Save the Best for Last, performed by Vanessa Williams. 
As I listen, I begin to hear words I have never really heard before.

Sometimes the snow comes down in June, 
Sometimes the sun goes round the moon.
It’s not the way I hoped or how I planned, 

But somehow it’s enough.

As night begins to turn to day, I think back to an earlier 
challenge. It has been said that with age comes wisdom, but 
I have learned from personal experience that doesn’t always 
happen. Sometimes age comes alone. I hope now that is not 
the case for me or Phyllis.

We have been blessed with two wonderful sons, Gordon 
and Greg. But in 1971 our oldest son Gordon was born 
prematurely and, due to oxygen deficiency during his first 
hours of life, was left mentally handicapped. With time 
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we both came to see Gordon as an incredibly beautiful 
gift. But for me, it was after years of agonizing and self 
pity about why my son should be handicapped. Now,  
33 years later, as I drive through the night, I am determined 
I will not move back to “Pity City.”

I recall an even earlier time in my life. It is a cold winter 
evening in Scotia, New York, just across the Mohawk River 
from Schenectady, in 1951 or 1952. It is snowing outside my 
bedroom window. I am four or five years old and I am getting 
ready to go to sleep. I say my prayers with my mother:

Now I lay me down to sleep,
I pray the Lord my soul to keep,

If I should die before I wake,
I pray the Lord my soul to take.

We finish the prayer and I ask my mom, “What does ‘die’ 
mean?” This, too, is probably one of those questions you 
don’t want answered. She tells me about death. It doesn’t 
sound good. The neighbor’s dog had died a few weeks earlier, 
and that didn’t make them any too happy. I tell her I don’t 
want to die and learn that is not an option. I cry. My mother 
cannot console me and eventually leaves the room, so I can 
deal with this new-found realization.

Now, 54 years later, I am dealing with the same question and 
the same fears. I am also feeling that the intervening years 
haven’t brought me any new answers, insights or better ways 
to deal with my own mortality.

I have often heard people say, “Everything that happens has 
a purpose.” I am not sure this is exactly true. Sometimes, I 
think things just happen. Once they do, it is our task, with 
God’s help perhaps, to find the purpose in them. But it is not 
as if God was thinking, “I need to teach Doug a lesson and give 
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him this illness, or make Gordon be mentally handicapped.” 
I am sure God has other ways of encouraging me to become 
a better person.

I am not a terribly religious person, but I do have my 
little conversations with God. Usually they are prayers of 
appreciation. I never thought that asking God for something 
would do much good. Besides, when I ask God for something, 
I always feel a little awkward about it, as if God were some 
kind of servant who should do something for me whenever 
I choose to call upon him or her. I began feeling that maybe 
this time I should get past the awkwardness and ask for 
God’s help.

With my wife’s gentle prodding, I look deeper inside myself 
and begin to look for help in changing those things over 
which I have power or choice. Before I arrive home in Ohio, I 
decide I will ask God to help me find and nurture five things: 
grace, gratitude, courage, peace and time. I am not sure 
how I came to these five, particularly since I didn’t even know 
what “grace” was. With time, the relevance of each would be 
revealed.

As I turn into the driveway just before dawn, I have a glimmer 
of hope that somehow I can deal with this diagnosis. I am not 
sure exactly how, but I feel as if with the loving support of 
my wife, my family and my friends, and with God’s help, I 
can somehow come to peace with it. It has been a long night, 
and I will have many more difficult moments in accepting my 
diagnosis.

I walk through the front door and my wife greets me, tears in 
her eyes and a smile on her face.

I am not alone.





Chapter 3

a bLank caLendar

To be in hell is to drift; to be in heaven is to steer.
—George Bernard Shaw

Have you ever longed for a blank calendar? I don’t mean a 
calendar that is blank for a day or two. I mean a calendar 
that stretches out for weeks, even months, with no scheduled 
obligations.

When I awoke the first day after my diagnosis, I was feeling 
anything but blessed. With time, however, I have come to see 
how blessed I am.

My father was diagnosed with cancer of the pancreas at 67 
and was dead within two months. Two of my close friends 
were diagnosed with cancer after my diagnosis, and have since 
passed away. By contrast, my own prognosis of five to 10 years 
would seem like an eternity. Nonetheless, the first week after my 
diagnosis cancer, fear and loss filled my thoughts. It was as if 
death was five inches in front of my face.

My father’s death from cancer had been quick but not 
painless. To the contrary, he suffered immensely. He was 
not ready to die and fought against it with everything he had. 
His battle ended Jan. 6, 1983, in a hospital in Boston. At 37, 
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I also was not ready for my dad’s death, nor was I ready to 
contemplate my own mortality.

My neighbor used to say, “You never want to get to know 
your doctor by his first name.” I employed the same tactic 
with cancer. I studiously avoided learning about it after my 
dad’s death — until my own diagnosis 21 years later.

I began reading everything I could about blood cancer. As 
with most forms of cancer, the focus is often more about 
managing it than curing it. Some forms of blood cancer can 
actually be cured, meaning they do not return. This can be 
particularly true with more acute forms, where the cancer 
is fast growing and therefore can sometimes be isolated 
by chemotherapy. The key to my cancer was to manage it. 
Although at the time there were several different treatments 
available, none had been shown to increase life expectancy.

My particular form of blood cancer is very complicated, 
with hundreds of ways of manifesting itself. Some people 
have a very indolent form of CLL, which may never require 
treatment and will not even shorten life expectancy. On the 
other end of the spectrum, some people have a more virulent 
form of CLL, which can drastically shorten life expectancy. I 
began to go through a series of blood tests, scans and bone 
marrow biopsies to better determine my prognosis. While I 
have never again asked how long I have to live, I came to 
realize that given what treatments were available then, my 
Mayo doctor’s first prognosis was probably pretty accurate.

I also came to appreciate that, by fate, I lived 3 miles from 
the James Cancer Center, a nationally recognized leader in 
research and treatment of blood cancer. In fact, Dr. John 
Byrd of the James Cancer Center is one of the top two or 
three physician scientist in the world finding new approaches 
to managing my form of leukemia. People travel from around 
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the world to come to the James, and I can practically  
walk there.

With several promising drugs in phase III trials for CLL, the 
way I see it, my timing is either perfect or I got this illness just 
a couple of years too early. In either event, I and thousands 
of others are deeply indebted to the tireless efforts of the 
research doctors and teams that dedicate themselves to 
finding solutions to various forms of blood cancer. With their 
help and guidance, these past nine years for me have been 
glorious. I have felt well, my treatments have had few side 
effects and I have managed to keep the disease fairly well 
under control. Thank you to all who dedicate themselves to 
fighting cancer and other life threatening illnesses.

Phyllis and I began to consider how we wished to spend the 
years we were being “offered.” We spent long evenings talking 
about the implications. With the help of Chuck Kegler, a trusted 
friend and lawyer, we began updating our wills. Activities that 
I once did alone, such as household finances, we began to 
share so that she would be more familiar with them.

We also began to think about whether I should continue 
as chief executive of Best Brands. My work had been richly 
rewarded — probably well beyond what I deserved — and we 
tended to save a healthy portion of whatever we made and 
invested it successfully so retiring was clearly an option.

Although I had never considered retirement, it suddenly 
looked appealing. It would give me the blank calendar  
I had always thought so attractive. In the prior 15 years I  
had been CEO of three separate organizations. With each,  
I had invested myself fully, working far too many hours and 
days when I should have led a more integrated and balanced 
life. My wife and two sons had been very tolerant, accepting 
my long days and hectic travel schedule with a minimum of 
complaints. As I reflected on my diagnosis and talked it over 
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with Phyllis, I concluded that it was time to let go of these 
responsibilities.

Two weeks after returning home from the Mayo Clinic, 
I traveled to Cleveland to visit with our lead investor, 
Paul Cascio. We had always had an effective and cordial 
relationship, one based on trust and openness. I shared my 
diagnosis with him and told him I wished to resign as CEO. 
Paul agreed to relieve me of the CEO role and asked if I would 
stay on as chairman. This may be one of the best pieces 
of information you get from this book: If anyone ever, ever 
offers you the job as chairman of any organization, for God’s 
sake take it. From my experience, you do absolutely nothing 
and yet it still sounds great at a cocktail party!

For the first time in my life I had a blank calendar with 
virtually no career responsibilities or obligations — not just 
the next few days or weeks, but the emptiness stretched out 
to eternity. I thought this blank calendar was a blessing.  
I quickly realized it was a terrible curse.

At first, it seemed a relief. I slept a little later in the morning, 
took longer walks, enjoyed time with my dear wife and two 
sons, played more golf. You get the idea. But by November 
2004, I found myself sliding into depression.
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Those who know me would probably describe me as 
energetic, upbeat and decisive. Of course, as with all of us, 
our weaknesses are usually our strengths carried to excess, 
and this certainly applies to me. I can be much too focused 
on action, skipping over the important steps of reflection. 
I can be overly optimistic and I can be controlling when 
my decisiveness goes astray. In late November 2004, I was 
none of these things. I was anxious, so unsure of myself 
that making even simple decisions was painful. I went from 
being CEO of a billion-dollar business, to quaking when 
the checkout person at the grocery store asked me, “Paper 
or plastic?” Sleep was difficult. I would go to sleep around  
11 p.m., but by 1 a.m. I was wide awake in a cold sweat.

There are five classic signs of a major depression: a change in 
sleeping patterns; a change in eating patterns; an inability to 
make decisions; thoughts of inadequacy; and — the biggie —  
thoughts of suicide. If you have two or three of these signs, 
you could well be suffering depression. I had all but thoughts 
of suicide. While those thoughts never occurred to me, I was 
experiencing the classic signs of depression.

By definition, someone who suffers depression has mental 
illness. Yikes! If you are like me, you have never thought of 
yourself as suffering from mental illness, even if you suffer 
from depression. But consider this: 10 percent of U.S. adults 
experience some form of depression in a given year. Half of 
these qualify as major, or clinical, depression. Women are twice 
as likely to suffer depression as men, with one in eight women 
developing major depression at some point in their lifetimes. 
Nearly 10 percent of adolescents experience depression. 
Finally, all of these numbers are rising each year. To put it 
simply, if you experience depression you have lots of company.

Except for the few incidences when I have had depression, 
I think I have excellent mental health. The U.S. Surgeon 
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General describes mental health as the ability to do four 
basic things: engage in productive activity, have healthy 
relationships, cope with change and deal with adversity. I 
think I usually do these four things pretty well.

Most historians agree that Abraham Lincoln suffered from 
repeated bouts of genetically based depression throughout 
his adult life. In other words, he suffered from mental illness. 
At the same time, there is no one I think better exemplifies 
mental health as defined by the surgeon general. Lincoln’s 
ability to lead this nation through one of its most difficult 
periods, to form deep and abiding friendships with those in 
his cabinet — even though several of them had previously 
referred to him as a “baboon” — and to preserve the union 
in the face of incredible adversity, all the while suffering 
from depression, demonstrates a remarkable level of “mental 
health.” All of this suggests that no one should be defined by 
a singular dimension. By doing so, we stigmatize people to 
their, and our own, detriment.

A few weeks later, Phyllis noticed a book titled What Happy 
People Know in a bookstore. She brought it home for me 
to read. As it would happen, the book is by Dan Baker, a 
counseling psychologist at Canyon Ranch, a renowned health 
and well-being destination, the very place I had decided to 
head to seek alternative treatments for my leukemia and to 
deal with my depression. Fortuitous!

The field of psychology has made tremendous strides over the 
last 30 years in treating depression. The roots of depression are  
often physical in that the very chemistry of the brain changes. 
Specifically, depression is often caused by a decrease in the 
level of neurotransmitters, especially one known as serotonin, 
which is found in the gaps between the synapses of our 
brains. Numerous prescription drugs are designed to restore 
the chemical imbalances of those suffering from depression. 
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I am one of those people for whom a particular type of anti-
depressant known as SSRI (Selective Serotonin Reuptake 
Inhibitor) works particularly well. You would probably know 
these medications by their brand names: Prozac, Lexapro 
and Paxil.

After spending a week in December 2004 at Canyon Ranch 
in Lenox, Massachusetts and working with Dr. Mark 
Liponis, who heads Canyon Ranch’s medical department, 
my depression had begun to lift. With the help of Mark and 
his colleagues, I had learned about meditation, nutrition, 
exercise and other techniques to deal with the stresses of life 
and hopefully avoid future depressions.

They also helped me realize that I am a person who needs 
something to occupy my time and energy. The blank calendar 
was not the blessing I had expected. I love to use my talents, 
however humble, in some meaningful way. Escape was not 
an answer.

Unbeknownst to me at the time, I was discovering one of the 
key secrets to happiness. I needed to find a new purpose 
to which to devote myself. The only challenge was: “What 
purpose?” Canyon Ranch, my dear wife, Dan Baker’s book 
had all given me a clue, but I still couldn’t see it — yet.


