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CHAPTER ONE
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AN INTRODUCTION


Success isn’t a destination. It’s a journey that often starts with a simple moment. A moment that has the potential to forever shape the trajectory of your life.


It was 1995. As a 16-year-old, growing up in the small town of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania –a town with less than 7,500 residents—it was customary to attend church on Sundays, walk around at high school football games on Friday night, and find a summer job to serve the one million tourists who visited our historic township each year. It was the only way to keep idle hands and minds occupied and to stave off the onslaught of insufferable teenage angst and boredom.


I was the youngest child in our middle-class family, with two working parents and my sister, now finishing her freshman year of college. My father was the general manager of a growing division of a Fortune 1000 company and my mother a bank teller. I was finishing up my junior year of high school. An idyllic and innocent time to soak up my childhood and to celebrate my rising senior year in high school status.


It was an average day. Before dinner, my parents called my sister and me into their bedroom. We immediately sensed that something was wrong. We never went into my parents’ bedroom unless we were sick or about to get in serious trouble. My sister and I sat on the cedar chest at the foot of the bed, as they sat perched on each side of the bed in front of us. I remember looking at my sister to see if she had any idea what this family meeting was about.


After a few minutes of awkward silence, my dad said, “Well, girls. Do you want the good news or the bad news?” My sister and I looked at each other and shrugged. One of us uttered to give us the bad news. Dad proceeded to say, “I’ve quit my job.”


I’m certain we gasped even though the silence was deafening in that moment. The good news, he went on to say, was that he decided to make an investment that included buying the Avenue Restaurant, a local 110-seat family restaurant, originally a diner from the 1950s. Curiously, it was a restaurant that he had never eaten in, yet it was the place where my best friend and I went for cheesecake before cheering at a football or basketball game.


As my parents continued to explain what the new plan was going to be, my mind was racing. Was Dad having a midlife crisis in his 40s? Could he afford my sister’s college tuition? How about me? Would I be able to go to college? What did all of this mean? Is this his opportunity to leave an incredibly stressful and thankless job that took him on the road 40% of the time, away from our home? Over the last 10 years, in addition to my dad’s full-time job, my parents had bought and sold residential homes, fixed them up, and sold them to earn extra income. But now, buying a restaurant seemed like a bit of a reach.


As I turned my focus back to the conversation, my dad asked my sister and me, “Are you in?” Blank stares. “This is only going to work if we are all in this together.” Without hesitation, we both replied “YES!”


I can assure you that, at the time, I was completely unaware of the significance of this conversation and totally unprepared for the life lessons I was about to learn.


The Avenue Restaurant was a local staple, located on Steinwehr Avenue, once considered the historic pathway in Gettysburg, and which was prime real estate at the time. The Avenue, as we called it, had been around since 1956 with only two previous owners. We served breakfast, lunch, and dinner. The doors opened at 6am and closed at 8pm, seven days a week. Like most of the property investments my parents had made, the Avenue received quite the overhaul from the kitchen systems to the dining room décor.


Resistant to change, I continued to work at the local Gettysburg Tour Center for June of that summer in protest. That is, of course, until I worked a weekend shift to help my parents out and realized just how much money waitresses could make on a busy Sunday morning. Excitedly, I told my parents I wanted to come to work at the Avenue, hoping to secure a morning shift. But to my chagrin, the Avenue already had a stable of waitresses who had worked the same shifts for over 20 years. I was relegated to restaurant hostess to watch and learn from the veteran team. A veteran team that was far less interested in working with a 16-year-old, glass-half-full, high school cheerleader and boss’s daughter.


I showed up to work with a smile on my face and gracefully tiptoed around the people politics. When an employee didn’t show up, it fell upon me to serve as dishwasher on mornings where the temperature gauge read 120 degrees in the kitchen. I peeled 50 pounds of boiled potatoes until I had calluses on my hands. I buttered toast for the waitresses, filled drink orders, sorted silverware, refilled containers, cleaned counters, bused tables, and mopped the greasy floors in between shifts. I was quite possibly in hell.


When I wasn’t working, I was sleeping or trying to salvage any high school social plans I could feasibly squeeze into the very limited open time I had. I cried on some occasions, jealous of my high school friends who were on vacation, lying in the sun, and drinking in the summer before our senior year.


At some point, midway through my senior year, I finally managed to get two evening waitressing shifts a week. I’d go to school, finish team practice, work a four-hour shift, and head home to tackle any homework I wasn’t able to get done at school. I even managed to work in a social life on the weekends from 9pm to 11pm. My discontent for the perceived unfairness began to settle in as I accepted this unasked-for role in the family business. Within 18 months, the restaurant had grown significantly to serve between 98,000 and 112,000 meals each year. The days were grueling, long, and at times impossible. I remember many nights being too tired to eat the food we’d served all day; my parents, sister, and I would walk up the street to the local, family-run pizza place. We’d commiserate over the day, discuss how to improve our processes, and share an interesting conversation we’d had with a customer. As a family, we were together, but we were always working or, even worse, just thinking and talking about work.


But then something funny happened. As I finally began to embrace my role, I began to thrive in this environment. I listened and learned from the employees and my customers. I developed friendships with our regulars and with travelers who visited Gettysburg several times a year. Being something of a natural-born people person, I met and spoke with so many people from all different walks of life. I easily navigated personalities and internal politics. I managed through difficult situations, even dealing with perpetual sexual harassment from the so-called “trusted” employees who we employed. I grew a thicker skin and a stronger voice. Why? Because, in a sense, I had to.


For the duration of my college career, at Shippensburg University, I worked at the restaurant, finally securing the coveted Sunday morning shift I had waited years to get. Afraid of losing my slot, I would wake up at 5 am on Sunday morning, almost always after having gone to bed at 3am, and drive the 40 minutes home to work my shift. I would run to my parents’ house at 2pm for a shower and a quick nap, while I did my laundry. Wake up at 5pm to drive back to campus for a sorority meeting.


As you might imagine, this schedule was not easy to maintain. The constant and ongoing pressure that came with this family business often conflicted with the idyllic concept of being a carefree college student. The truth is, I cried most of the Sunday evening drives back to school, feeling completely overwhelmed. By the time I finally reached the edge of campus, I’d pull myself together and remind myself that my life had fared better than most. I adopted the phrase “I’m fine, it’s fine, it’s all going to be fine.” If I repeated it enough times, it would be enough for me to reset and start again.


I vividly remember the Christmas of my junior year. My friends were all planning New Year’s parties over the break. Immediately disappointed and jealous, I knew I would be working through the entire break. It was the one time each year that the restaurant closed to perform maintenance, renovations, etc. I was disagreeable to say the least. Instead of sleeping in during the vacation, I had to be up and at work before 8am for what I knew would be a 10-hour shift. I huffed and puffed like a pouting child. My mom handed me a bucket of bleach water and a toothbrush, pointing to the tile floor. I looked at her incredulously.


Since we had reupholstered the booths, the grout on the tile floor now looked dingy and dirty. My task was to scrub two-by-two tile grout lines, the span of the 2,000-square-foot floor, with a toothbrush until they were gleaming white. Tears burned my eyes as I took on the chore, likely from both the deep personal frustration I felt as well as from the intense and pungent smell of the bleach water. I mumbled expletives under my breath as I went scrubbing on my knees, tile by tile.


But as the hours went on, I actually started to see the fruits of my labor. Those grout lines looked like new. The floors were once again restored to their original splendor. After we reopened, customers would even comment on how clean the floors were. I’d be lying if it didn’t make me smile a bit and feel pride for a hard day’s work.


[image: image]


Much like four years before when I was in high school, I was now focused on the spring before my senior year in college. My sorority was planning a big trip to Cancun, Mexico, for spring break. Other sororities and fraternities would also be headed to the same area. It was going to be a vacation of epic proportions. It was going to be full of memories of a lifetime! But I also knew it was a trip I would never ask to go on because I was already scheduled to work at the restaurant.


While my entire social network was enjoying all that spring break entails, I was back home, working at the Avenue. I did, however, save enough money from my labors to finally buy a brand-new car. My parents would cosign, but I was responsible for the down payment, monthly payments, and insurance. It was truly the silver lining that I needed. I was subjected to the retelling of that spring break trip for the rest of my college experience. Each time I heard the stories, I felt even more disconnected and much like an outsider. “I’m fine, it’s fine, it’s all going to be fine.”
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As I neared the end of college, I had dreams of leaving this small college town behind to explore all that this great world had to offer. I had declared a major in journalism, committed to my life’s dream of becoming a reporter, and I had minored in French as an homage to my passion for all things French. As friends started interviewing and securing jobs after college, I didn’t know what my next move was. When asked, I would tell people that I’d love to escape to Paris and find a job in my field. “No, seriously. What are you going to do?” My boyfriend at the time scoffed that my earning potential would only ever be $35,000/year as a communications major. Was I imaginative? Yes. Did I have high expectations for what life had to offer me? Yes. Was I afraid of heading from one small town back to my hometown? Yes. The stress and pressure were becoming intolerable.


I walked out of a language class, scanning the bulletin boards on the way out of the building. I noticed a poster from Boston University promoting a rigorous eight-week language intensive course with the opportunity to be placed in a job in your field. I grabbed one of the cards and immediately scheduled a meeting with my advisor. I told her I was interested in pursuing this opportunity and inquired about what was needed to get my application in. She pushed back from her chair and placed her hands neatly on her lap. She said, “Julie, you aren’t an honor student and, quite frankly, as an average student from a state school, you have little chance of being accepted.”


Thankful for my thick skin and stronger voice, I ignored her counsel. I just pushed on and asked her for the application.


As part of the application, I was asked to provide an essay on why I wanted to attend this program at Boston University. I poured my soul into this essay, written completely in French. The words I wrote spoke to my dreams and what I’d hope to gain with this once-in-a-lifetime experience.


After submitting the application paperwork, the waiting game began. It was excruciating, waiting, and hoping every day for any kind of word to arrive. I’m sure my friends—like the college career counselor—probably thought I was delusional. But then one day, everything in my life changed! My dad and sister (now home working the family business) called me one afternoon to tell me that I had been accepted into the program. A letter had arrived at our home with the details of what was to come.


I would later learn that more than 1,100 students applied and only 18 were accepted. I was one of two students from state schools and the first from my school to be accepted into this program.


In that summer of 2000, the year I graduated from college, I worked 80 hours a week at the Avenue. By now, the word had spread of my acceptance into the French program; my regular customers and seasonal customers were so excited for me and my upcoming adventure. Many of my customers had become friends. We shared many stories over the years. They watched me grow from high school right through college. What used to be merely dreams for me had now become a reality.


I was finally—finally!—on my way. And to France of all places!


It was as though I was going from one end of the world’s spectrum, that of working endless hours at the Avenue Restaurant in small-town Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, to the total opposite end of the globe, that of living and working under the glitzy lights and high glamour of Paris!


It’s funny. Looking back now, as a successful entrepreneur, little did I ever realize that as much as I couldn’t wait to escape the long, long hours and hard work at the family restaurant, those experiences at the Avenue would actually result in having been a great and meaningful training ground for me as I embarked on my career. It was as though those long and difficult years had evolved into my own “home schooled” version of an MBA program.









CHAPTER TWO
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OFF TO THE BIG CITY!


By August, I packed up my two oversized suitcases and embarked on my journey to France. Acclimating to the fast-paced hustle of Paris was easier than I thought it would be, although adapting to speaking only French was much harder than I had imagined, despite having successfully completed eight years of French in high school and college. I landed a job working for one of the most respected PR agents, Angéla de Bona, who represented the top fashion photographers in the world. Her offices were just off the Champs-Elysées. She was a former model and spoke four languages fluently. On my first day, she asked what language I wanted her to speak to me. I said, “French.” She didn’t speak one word of English to me until my last day. Looking back, it all took a little time to get used to.


In fact, there were days I felt defeated. Even the computer software programs were different. I wanted to give up. I felt completely isolated, thousands of miles away from the very place I was hell-bent on leaving. One evening, I was at a restaurant in the heart of Paris with a few friends. As our food came, I realized that I needed a fork and completely blanked on the French word for fork. I paid in a harried rush and left the restaurant, tears streaming down my cheeks the entire ride home. The next morning, I jolted out of bed. Here I was, a small-town girl living in Paris working in the fashion industry. I was living the dream. From that day forward, I spoke in French, I dreamed in French, and I didn’t shed another tear.


As the holidays approached, the program with Boston University was ending, and it was time to say good-bye to this new life I had created. Angéla asked if I was ready to make the commitment to work full-time in Paris after Christmas and New Year’s. I told her that I was heading back to the US with no plans of staying in Paris. It wasn’t until the day our airport shuttle came that I realized this dream, this new life I had created, was coming to an end.


As I traveled back the 12 hours from Charles de Gaulle to Boston, then on to Dulles International Airport, it felt like I was moving through quicksand. It wasn’t until the last leg of the flight that I realized I was translating the English I was hearing to French. I was warned by friends that the transition back to the States would be hard and that most people wouldn’t be able to understand. My friends were right. It wasn’t until New Year’s Eve that I found my voice again, only in English this time. It would be many more weeks until it hit me that I was back in Gettysburg.


By mid-January, I was back at the Avenue working full-time as I contemplated the next step. My regular customers couldn’t wait to catch up on my “fabulous” journeys and experiences. I felt the excitement as I repeated the stories, remembering this incredible experience that forever marked my career.


I distinctly remember this one couple, who had retired to Gettysburg a little over a year before my Paris adventure. They came in once or twice a week, usually for lunch or dinner. I had learned that he was a former editor for the Washington Post. “Julie, what is next for you?” he’d ask. I would ramble on about maybe being a journalist or possibly interview with a few folks that Angéla recommended I reach out to.


What was next? I didn’t really have a clue. I worked at the Avenue, picked up a second job, and managed to meet friends at the gym in between shifts. In the evenings, I would log on to the Web and search Monster.com for any openings in New York, Philadelphia, or D.C. But nothing happened.


Nearly nine months after I’d returned, I was no closer to a future outside of Gettysburg.


I was acutely aware that for many people, working the family business and earning a little more than $40,000 a year was great as a 22-year-old in 2001. For me though, the struggle to regain my independence was hard. I was able to see my family every day, celebrate the great days, and woefully commiserate on the tough days. Every conversation with my family brought us back to the business, a conversation I couldn’t escape.


My parents had successfully built the Avenue into a thriving business and earned the respect of other restaurateurs in the area. I was so incredibly proud to be part of this family—yet I was also terrified that this would be my future.


As if this uncertainty wasn’t enough to deal with, September 11, 2001, reminded us all how fragile life could be. It would be many months before I threw myself into a job search again as we waited for the world to adjust to life after 9/11. I focused on working and saving as much money as I could. I managed to pay down my bank loan that supported me when I was abroad and paid off my car in full.


In the spring of 2002, the stress and pressure I had been containing finally reached a critical mass. I panicked my way into seeing a gastroenterologist for what I thought was a life-threatening condition. As my doctor read the results of my colonoscopy (yes, a colonoscopy), he peered over his bifocal lenses and said, “Everything looks great. You are a healthy 22-year-old. My best guess is that you are experiencing all these intestinal issues because of stress. What is causing this?” I shrugged, walked out of the office, got into my car, and cried right there in the parking lot. I’m fine. It’s fine. It’s all going to be fine.


A month after seeing the doctor, I visited a childhood friend who had moved to Conshohocken, which is a suburb of Philadelphia. I gave her all the reasons why I couldn’t leave the family business and disappoint my parents. She was worried about me, like good friends do. She called me a few days later and said, “Julie, move in with me and my roommate. We have this room, it’s more of a sewing room, but it’s a room. You will find a job once you are here.” Without hesitation, I said yes.


As I prepared to sell this idea of leaving gainful employment to move to a city, to live in a sewing room, without a job, I could only imagine the reaction I would receive from my parents. I told them over dinner after a particularly grueling summer day at the Avenue. After waiting tables for eight years, I relied on my power of persuasion to sell this move as though it was the opportunity of a lifetime. The sales pitch landed just as I imagined it would. My parents encouraged my sister and me to start our own careers but moving without a job when I had two here in town wasn’t viewed as responsible, especially going into the busiest season at the Avenue. But after many conversations, my mind was made up. I never wavered from my choice to leave Gettysburg and the Avenue.


I packed up my belongings, what would fit in my small room, and drove the two hours door-to-door to start my new life in Conshohocken. With a little more than $8,500 in my savings account and no debt, I figured I would be able to live comfortably for the next eight months even if I didn’t land a job. I resumed my Monster.com search during the daytime hours when my roommates were at work.


From July to September, I applied to as many jobs as I could in Greater Philadelphia. Most of the positions were in public relations along with a few opportunities to work as a journalist for regional newspapers. With each application, I was hopeful that my experience would be attractive to employers. Having worked in the restaurant for so many years, I was excited to work in a professional environment and put my education to great use.


I finally received a call back for a position as the assistant director to an entrepreneurship institute affiliated with a Philadelphia university. During the interview process, I detailed my experience working in Paris for Angéla, my college degree, and other relevant experiences that I thought would be useful in this position. We spent a great deal of time during those two interviews discussing my background at the Avenue and it became clear that I was offered the position due to my background working to build the family business. It was at this moment that I started to realize the hidden value of what I had learned in that family business and how that differentiated me from the other candidates in consideration for this position.


I graciously accepted the $35,000 per year position. When I shared the news with my family, they too shared in my excitement. We joked that my new salary was $7,000 less than what I’d earned working at the Avenue, waiting tables. Nevertheless, I very much embraced the opportunity to start my professional career.


Working at the Entrepreneurship Institute opened many doors for me professionally. As the assistant director, I was responsible for assisting the executive director with the day-to-day execution of the Institute’s initiatives. This included writing press releases, planning our upcoming events, managing the feasibility and business plan competitions, preparing plans for the summer academy, and supporting our entrepreneur-in-residence. I accompanied my boss at regional and local venture events to meet with business leaders across the Greater Philadelphia region.


My boss taught me early on that it was critical to be the first one to arrive and the last one to leave the office and to remain visible. I was to listen first and speak only when I could add real value to the conversation.


We met with powerful business leaders. While obvious that I was young and a female, I was to walk confidently and talk with a purpose so that I didn’t get lost in the crowd.


Within one and a half years, I was promoted to associate director at the Institute based on my performance and my contributions to the growth of the Institute. I established a Rolodex that was noteworthy and was invited to co-author an article about women and entrepreneurship that was published in the Journal for Risk and Financial Management, a well-respected publication. Things were going very well, and I was feeling good about my prospects.


Not long after this promotion, my boss had an opportunity to serve as the CEO for a start-up and informed me that he would be leaving the Institute. Following his departure, I was not only responsible for moving our main initiatives forward, but I was also given the responsibility of teaching the Entrepreneurship 101 course for the Summer Leadership Academy. The previous summer, I assisted in the creation of the presentations and course plans, but now I would be teaching 20+ rising college freshmen for four weeks that summer.


Then, at the end of the summer, the head of the organization walked into my office for a quick chat. He had never in the nearly two years I had worked here stepped foot on the second floor and certainly not in my office. The meeting started out much like a performance review. I was told that I was doing an incredible job managing the Institute in the absence of a leader. He commended me for my efforts with the Summer Leadership Academy, providing continuity with the program and with the students. A personal visit and a couple of compliments?


But what followed was a tough lesson in humility. He went on to say that they were actively sourcing an executive director for the Institute. “Julie, while we appreciate your hard work, we are specifically looking for an older white male, preferably with a little gray hair. I am sure you understand.” I whispered, “What?” He repeated the comment without a second thought. I nodded my head and said, “Okay. Thank you for letting me know.”


I was speechless. While I wasn’t expecting to be promoted to the executive director’s position, I certainly wasn’t expecting to hear that they were looking specifically for an older white male to fill the position. That is, in fact, exactly who they recruited for this position. I was given the opportunity to meet with him during the interview process. I was unimpressed with him and the overall experience at this point. Regardless, he was hired.


In the month following his hiring, my day-to-day responsibilities only increased. In effect, I was essentially training my boss. If there was a particular area that he was not familiar with, he would ask me to just add that to my plate since I already had the experience completing these items. He also made sure to ask me to have his coffee prepared in the morning when he arrived.


Rather than give in to angry defeat, I instead focused on developing relationships and expanding my sphere of influence. Out of respect for the Institute, I shared my desire to find a new position with only a few business leaders. They couldn’t understand why I would want to leave such a thriving organization, especially one that I had helped build. A managing partner from a small venture fund in the region was excited to hear that I was looking for my next opportunity. He was looking for an executive director.


After a few sidebar conversations, I was invited to the office to be formally interviewed by their board of directors. This venture capital organization assisted early-stage companies, from New England to North Carolina, with securing $1 million to $5 million in funding. In this position, I would be collaborating with venture capitalists, private equity investors, and institutional investors who were seeking early-stage investment opportunities. While this role was certainly a reach goal, the board of directors agreed that I would be a great asset to come on board.


At 26, I had achieved my 10-year plan a few years ahead of schedule.


I provided a two-week notice to my current boss and started to plan my transition to my new position.


On my last day, after a fond farewell from my colleagues, I received a call from the managing partner at the firm I was joining. He asked me to walk out of the building where I could talk. My stomach dropped. What was going on?


Once I was out of range from others in the building, he shared that my current boss had called him and asked that they immediately rescind their offer. My current boss was delivering a message from the head of our organization that I was to remain at the Institute or the relationship between the VC organization and the Institute could become strained. I was speechless. My new boss was furious but reassured me that this was a sign of how valuable I was to the organization.


Later that same day, I was scheduled for a formal exit interview. When asked if I’d like to share any information to be documented in my file, I said I had a few things I’d like to discuss. I detailed the former conversation regarding the search for the executive director and the most recent call to my new employer. I heard a gasp, followed by “Are you going to sue? Did you retain a lawyer?” I smugly said, “Should I?” After a long silence, instinctively I said, “I don’t have intentions to sue. However, I do want to be sure that all of these details are documented in my file for all parties involved. I also would like a full copy of the exit interview for my files.” The HR woman thanked me for being so reasonable. At the time, I didn’t fully comprehend the severity of these actions. I was more focused on taking the next step in my career in an industry where there are very few women. A lawsuit was not even a consideration. I didn’t want this experience to limit my ability in any way to rise in this industry. As naïve as it may sound, I was stepping into a role I had justly earned. I was proud of that.


As it turned out, my proud naivete was short-lived.


The transition to executive director felt natural, yet there were some issues. During my welcome lunch, the marketing coordinator quit, and the previous assistant director explained that she had recently been demoted. Not quite the warm welcome I was expecting. I quickly started the search for a new assistant director and was fortunate to find a talented and driven replacement. In a few short months, we were a well-oiled machine. We streamlined planning and processes, saving thousands of dollars from the bottom line, and continued to deliver against the board’s directives and goals. I traveled up and down the East Coast, scored meetings with powerful people, including a top executive at NASDAQ, who told me how impressive I was. I was even featured in the Philadelphia Business Journal. Daymond John and Senator Joe Biden, among others, committed to speak at our events.


From the outside looking in, this was a dream job. But on the inside, the reality was a far departure from glamourous. My time here would only last for a little over a year.


During this transition, I actively interviewed for opportunities in D.C. I had met Steve, now my husband of 14 years. He was a recovering New Yorker and an established entrepreneur living in Atlanta, Georgia. It made sense for me to relocate, being that I was looking to transition to a new city.


The transition to Atlanta was absolutely the right personal decision, but it was to some degree professional suicide. The venture capital and private equity community was not as mature in Atlanta in 2006, with little or no opportunities available. Not only was I acclimating to a new city, but I was also learning how to accept the hard reality that my former experience and success were not transferrable.


I was reminded that I could always find a waitressing job to fill in the gaps while I was job searching. Not a helpful reminder, but that notion urged me to press harder in my search.


I pivoted my search to interactive advertising agencies in the Greater Atlanta area and accepted a position as a business development marketing manager, responsible for assisting the business development team and for managing all outward-facing marketing and public relations activities.


My hope with this transition was to rebuild a network of colleagues and continue to grow my experience and capabilities. The agency space was intriguing. We had an HR director who sourced fat-free Cheez-its and stocked the refrigerators with beer. I sat on the Culture Club board for the agency. Fun, right?


This was a far departure from the corporate, Brooks Brothers–suit environment I had just left. I excelled in my role, executed flawlessly, and achieved the goals and objectives the CEO tasked me to do. I did my best to listen, learn, and stay in my lane, as directed by my boss. After two years in this role, it became increasingly clear that I had outgrown the work and the agency.


A competing agency recruited me to develop the strategic practice and lead the strategy team for the agency. Finally, an opportunity to use more of my background and skills. We didn’t have a happiness director at this agency, so it normalized the experience. Located in a super hip warehouse district near midtown, I settled in the role and increased my visibility with the management team. The company was going through a growth stage, expanding from 20 employees to over 45 with additional contractors.


My experience working with the family business and assisting early-stage companies cautioned me that this kind of growth was unsustainable. High-cost employees were outpacing the sales funnel. Within less than a year, there were waves of layoffs without notice. The operational processes were less than efficient with little oversight on how billable time was being spent. I survived the downsizing, and because of that I was now expected to do more with little appreciation. It was exhausting.


During this time, Steve and I were married. Because I didn’t accrue enough vacation, I was not able to plan a honeymoon until the following spring. My husband, already a successful entrepreneur, was very supportive of my career goals but found some of my agency work stories incredulous. He couldn’t believe that modern-day companies tolerated this type of activity. It was at this time I had started to think about running my own business, and I shared with Steve my desire to start my own agency. He encouraged me to start a side hustle to see if I could build revenue before leaving my full-time salary.


A few of my closest colleagues, now friends, at the agency were also interested in starting our own agency. Each of us brought a unique skill set and sense of expertise to the proposed venture. I took on the onus of scheduling meetings after hours to discuss our business plan and approach for starting this business. We had even started thinking through company names and logos. But in the end, our conversations waned as the agency started to downsize and we were all expected to add more value if we wanted to keep our roles. Others on our proposed start-up team also expected to earn $150,000 per year in salaries if they were to step away from their current jobs and launch this venture.


Conversations halted at this stage as a group; however, two of us quietly worked our connections to secure our first client. It was a $25,000 opportunity that would jump-start our new business venture. But alas, during this process, I had discovered that my partner was struggling with substance abuse. Her obvious struggle even led our client to ultimately move on to another agency after our contract was up. I’d be lying if I said that I blamed them. I had the hard discussion with my partner that I needed to focus on my work at the agency and I would table our venture for now. It was my way out, at least for the interim.


Meanwhile, back at my day job, work was picking up and we secured a strategy engagement with a well-respected oil and gas company and the largest global shipping provider. Each engagement provided an opportunity to work with C-level executive leadership at both companies. After just three short years, I felt like I was finally making my way back to the level I had reached in Philadelphia.
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