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    Prologue 


    This Isn’t a Memoir


    If this were a memoir, it would end with me sipping wine in Italy, saying it all went according to plan and reflecting on decades of success. How my brilliant career was built on calculated maneuvers, well timed pivots, that resulted in towering wins.


    But it’s not.


    No one ever tells you that building a career feels like solving a jigsaw puzzle with pieces from different boxes.


    This book is a companion – for people still figuring it out as they go. It’s written from reflections of my time navigating sharp turns and unexpected obstacles, the times I missed clear patterns, failed to see obvious flops, or encountering unexpected wins. It is about a messy, non-linear, illogical, and sometimes ridiculous career journey. So, this is not a look-back, but rather a look-around.


    I’ve spent a lot of time coaching professionals in their careers. I wrote this book to help young professionals realize that career paths won’t be straight or predictable but if you understand this, you can ride the rapids, avoid some of the rocks, and find success. I drew upon my field notes collected along the way to create a manual that I wish someone had handed me when I was a young professional.


    How to Use this Book


    The chapters are ordered around key lessons learned at different points in my career. As you will see, some of my most useful lessons came in chapters that were the least glamorous. Each person has their own path, but what I’ve learned, we are all on different paths, but the types of choices we make along the way are not unique.


    Each chapter is titled to give you a little nudge – something instructive, not just reflective. Inside, you’ll find coaching moments in little boxes to tie the ideas together. You can skip around or read it straight through. Just don’t treat it like gospel. It’s a career’s worth of lessons, not a blueprint.


    This book has pictures. And not the stock-photo kind. Luigi added single-panel cartoons to each chapter. Think of them as light bites – humorous sketches that capture the reflections, pivotal moments, and even the occasional misstep of my career. It’s been one of the most unexpectedly fun parts of this whole project. For the visually inclined, they’re bite-sized chuckles between the insights.


    The Fine Print


    Before we dive in, a little context. This is my story. My insights that were shaped by my profession, but they’re not bound to it. If I use a term that’s new to you, don’t worry – I’ll break it down. What matters most is the through-line: how we grow, how we lead, and how we navigate a career that’s never quite what we expect.


    Credits


    But this book is also, quietly, for two people who inspired me more than anyone else to put these thoughts on paper: my children. One stepping into university, the other about to step beyond it. Watching them at this moment – standing on the edge of enormous change – reminded me how much courage it takes to dream, to plan, and to take on life on your own.


    First Insight


    We are in a transformative moment. Technology is reshaping industries faster than we can predict. Artificial intelligence, automation, and global competition is shifting the marketplace. There are new opportunities and successes to be had – measured by those who can take advantage of these shifts. Professionals need to be more than smart; they need to be intuitive, adaptive, and bold. They need to be able to translate their skills into careers that may not have existed before.


    Differentiation is key, creativity matters and the ability to spot the next opportunity will define success more than a university degree or credentials.


    If you’ve ever asked yourself, “Am I doing this right?” – congratulations, you’re in exactly the right place.


    Let’s figure this out together.


    


  


  
    Chapter 1 


    You’re Not Picking a Future – 
Just a Starting Point
(The Unintended Geologist)


    [image: school]


    I thought I had my future all figured out. A career saving the environment, a degree in engineering, and a clear path ahead. Then, I arrived at college realized I had accidentally selected a university that did not offer environmental engineering as a degree. I had set out to save the planet – turns out, I was just going to study what it was made of.


    Let me back up.


    When it came time to pick a university, I had a plan. I was going to be an environmental engineer, designing solutions to pollution problems, making a real impact by saving the world. My high school yearbook features a picture of me hugging a tree*, just in case anyone doubted my commitment.


    Now, I know that not everyone is fortunate enough to have a plan before heading off to college. But what I hope this story shows is that even the best-laid plans don’t always go the way you think – and that’s okay.


    Looking back, the advice I’d have offered myself is this: your entire life does not hinge on one seemingly critical decision, like choosing a college or a major. Even when you think you have it figured out, life has other plans – and they often work out better than you imagined.


    The College Selection Debacle


    I got accepted to all the universities I applied to. I was ecstatic. The world was my oyster, and now I got to choose.


    Since the decision no longer depended on which university would accept me, I had to decide based on other criteria. Growing up in rural Maine, I wanted to try my hand at big city life – so off to Boston I went.


    With all the excitement of meeting my roommate, navigating dorm life, and finding my bearings in the big city, I had one more important task – selecting my courses for my first semester of study to be an environmental engineer.


    The process was simple: I had to find Environmental Engineering in the course catalog and enroll in first-year classes.


    I flipped through the pages, scanning for Environmental Engineering.


    Nothing.


    Okay… maybe I just missed it.


    I flipped back a few pages. Still nothing.


    Maybe I was going too fast. I slowed down, carefully scanning the headings. I skimmed past Environmental Geology – which obviously wasn’t what I was looking for – only to realize… there was nothing else.


    No Environmental Engineering listed anywhere.


    I frowned and flipped forward a few pages to check the Engineering section instead.


    Mechanical Engineering.


    Electrical Engineering.


    Civil Engineering…


    …Nothing more.


    Where was Environmental Engineering?


    It was in that moment dread settled in, a slow, creeping realization that something was very, very wrong.


    I flipped back to the Environmental section, staring at the only thing that seemed even remotely related to what I wanted to study. Geology.


    That’s when it hit me, I had chosen a university that didn’t even offer my intended major.


    This shocking realization – not only was I not on track for an Environmental Engineering degree, but I had chosen a university that didn’t even offer Environmental Engineering. They had an amazing engineering program and an okay environmental program, but the two were not connected with each other – they weren’t even part of the same college! Engineering was part of the Engineering College while Geology was part of the College of Science! How was I ever going to make this work?


    So, I found myself becoming an Environmental Geology student.


    At first, I thought, no big deal, they’re related fields, right? But the more I understood, the more I realized that engineering was about creating solutions, while geology was about studying rocks.


    Going Along for the Ride


    I debated changing schools, but I had already started, and transferring seemed complicated. Besides, geology wasn’t terrible – I just hadn’t planned to study it.


    I did what any rational 18-year-old does when faced with a major life decision:


    I shrugged and decided to go along for the ride.


    Little did I know, this “accidental” choice would shape the rest of my career. I found I loved studying rocks and developed an appreciation for the geologic time scale – something humans can barely comprehend in our short lifetimes.


    And, as it turned out, this would set me up far better than I could have imagined for the next 25 years of my life.


    Why Your Major Matters Less Than You Think


    Although Hollywood loves the freshman who shows up with a five-year plan, the data tells a different story. In the United States, fewer than one in eight first-year students can even name a major on day one1, and roughly one in three bachelor’s candidates switches fields within three years2. The same exploratory rhythm plays out across Europe: a pan-continental survey spanning 25 higher-education systems reports that about 14% of students have already changed programs and another 20% are seriously considering it3. In other words, uncertainty isn’t a bug in the college experience – it’s the default setting, and campuses on both sides of the Atlantic are built to help students turn that open-ended beginning into a purposeful finish.


    Locking down a major is hardly the end of the story – it’s more like the opening chapter. A recent Pew poll found that just 46% of grads end up working in the very field they studied4. And the New York Fed says nearly four in ten diploma-holders are in roles that technically don’t even ask for a degree5. Bottom line? It’s perfectly normal for new grads – especially in those early career years – to zigzag a bit before they land on something that feels right.


    Why does this happen?


    Because career paths are rarely straightforward. The world is constantly evolving, and industries shift faster than universities can update their curriculums. Many students also don’t fully understand what their major entails when they choose it.


    The real lesson?


    Your degree isn’t a life sentence. 
It’s a steppingstone.




    And here’s the good news: it doesn’t matter as much as you think. Just over half of recent college graduates – about 52% – find themselves in jobs that don’t actually require the degree they just earned (Burning Glass Institute & Strada Institute, 2024)6.


    Employers today value skills and experience over specific degrees.


    Industries like tech, consulting, and sustainability** actively recruit people from diverse academic backgrounds because they bring different perspectives. What’s important isn’t whether your degree perfectly aligns with your dream job – it’s how you use it.


    After graduating high school, I thought my major defined my future.


    As a young professional, I realized it was just a steppingstone.


    Yes, I became a geologist, but I never became the person studying rock formations for a living. Instead, my geology background gave me the foundation for something much bigger – a career that spanned sustainability, regulatory work, and corporate leadership.


    Of course, I did pick up some useful rock knowledge along the way. These days, I’m the life of the party on hikes and beach walks, dazzling (or exhausting) my friends and family with fascinating rock facts. Who needs small talk when you can reveal the hidden geologic history beneath one’s feet?


    That unexpected beginning didn’t derail my career – it gave it depth. And it set me up for the next lesson: sometimes, readiness and responsibility arrive out of order.


    


    
      
        	* “Tree hugger” is a (mostly) affectionate term for someone who’s deeply committed to environmental causes – think nature-lover, climate worrier, reusable-bag carrier. It’s sometimes used to imply idealism, but I choose to use the label with affection and zero apology.



        	** Sustainability is the practice of meeting today’s needs without wrecking tomorrow’s options. In theory, it’s about balancing environmental responsibility, social equity, and economic viability. In practice? It’s often a mix of carbon audits, supply chain headaches, unreadable stakeholder reports, and the occasional PowerPoint promising to “do better.” When done right, it’s meaningful. When done for marketing, it’s a leafy graphic and three bullet points. I like to think I landed on the right side of history with this one.


      

    

  


  
    Chapter 2 


    Know When Responsibility 
Outpaces Readiness
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    I thought my internship at the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) would be about saving the environment. Instead, I spent my days fielding calls from senators and lobbyists who weren’t thrilled with the department’s decisions.


    Let me explain.


    At university, I had learned that internships open doors, so I looked for a post-graduate internship to gain hands-on experience. Majority of interns are extended full-time offers – those were statistics I was willing to bet on.7


    I landed a six-month internship reviewing and cataloging new environmental technologies – essentially building a reference library of innovations that regulators could use when evaluating private-sector proposals. It was an exciting opportunity to explore cutting-edge advancements in the environmental field.


    Despite the job being mundane – mostly reviewing and logging new technologies – I saw an opportunity. I observed that this knowledge was scattered, difficult to access, and practically useless since it was not easily searchable. I took it upon myself to make it better. I digitized the database, streamlined the process, and turned what was once an outdated, clunky system into something usable.


    By the time my internship was ending, my work hadn’t just checked a box – it had made a lasting impact. And apparently, people noticed. My work put me on the radar of senior staff, but it also helped that I had befriended people on the Commissioner’s floor. As luck would have it, they were looking for an assistant to the Commissioner.


    Between my strong performance and a well-timed connection, I was recommended for a full-time role. I felt I had won the lottery.


    But soon discovered, working directly with the Commissioner was not the dream job I had imagined.


    The Power Seat Isn’t Where You Think It Is


    To this day, it remains one of the most difficult jobs I’ve ever held. I had envisioned working on policies that would shape meaningful environmental policy. Instead, I spent my time putting out political fires – fielding calls from senators, industry leaders, and lobbyists who weren’t happy with the agency’s decisions.


    It was my first cold, hard lesson in bureaucracy: real-world environmental problems weren’t solved on the Commissioner’s floor.


    And yet, that experience gave me something incredibly valuable, access to every other division within the department. I got to know people across different programs and saw where the real work was being done.


    More importantly:


    I learned a critical lesson about 
career success: Your network matters
just as much as your skills.


    Through these relationships, I unknowingly set myself on a path that would shape my entire career.


    I was starting to understand how power worked. But knowing how it worked and holding my own in a high-stakes meeting were two different things.


    Walking into an Ambush


    I took a different position within the organization and transitioned to a junior regulatory role in the Public Waterways Program. A program designed around State Law that protects waterfront access for the public. I had expected to focus on environmental policy enforcement and public access requirements, instead I was in high-stakes negotiations with real estate developers.


    One case involved a large multi-use development project – offices, retail, the kind of high-end commercial complex that brings in millions of dollars. The developer disagreed with how much public access he should provide – a requirement under the law.


    I reviewed the case, sent the project manager in charge of the development a formal letter stating there was a need for a redesign to meet the legal requirements. I assumed that would be the end of the issue, but it was not. Instead, I was invited to the developer’s offices to “discuss the matter further.”


    When I arrived at the real estate developer’s office, I wasn’t nervous, in my mind this would be just a quick discussion – maybe a polite disagreement at worst, I was there to clarify regulations, nothing more.


    Upon arriving, I was escorted into a boardroom – a massive conference room – the kind with a long, polished table, seating for twenty, and an expensive skyline view that screamed, high rent. I recognized it as the kind of room where real power plays out, and that’s when I realized something wasn’t right. If this was to be a simple conversation, why were we in this room? Surely, there were smaller meeting spaces somewhere in the building better suited for the discussions I assumed we were to have. I felt dwarfed by the space that outsized the issues I thought we were addressing.


    I wasn’t nervous when I walked into the building, but concerns bristled walking into the conference room.


    Steeping inside my nerves caught fire. I was alone until the doors burst open, in charged men in suits, all older, all, I assumed more experienced in this setting and all holding positions of power.


    A distinguished senior gentleman strolled in last. He didn’t sit, instead he leaned on the table and with an air of superiority, looked me in the eye, a 22-year-old neophyte clutching a notepad and said:


    “Tell me”, Followed by a pause, “what in the world could you possibly teach me that I don’t already know?”


    And like that, I realized this was not a discussion, it was an ambush.


    My face became flush, my heart pounded, I clutched the notepad with clammy hands, and as those who know me in such situations can verify, my neck turned a blotchy bright red. I was alone, outnumbered, fending for myself while trying to maintain composure. The situation felt unfair, and I was ill-prepared for this kind of power play.


    I took a deep breath and after regaining my composure spoke. In my mind my voice quivered, but apparently, I got the point across.


    On that day, I learned three crucial lessons:


    • Money talks. If regulations get in the way of profits, companies fight back.8 Corporations protect profits, government regulators protect people. No surprise, given that U.S. companies spent a record $4.5 billion on federal lobbying in 2024, up from $4.35 billion the year before.9


    • Always be prepared for an ambush. If you think it’s just a “casual meeting,” it’s probably not. Even if it feels like a routine check-in, don’t be unprepared.


    • Hold your ground. Even if you’re the only one in the room who looks like you, you belong there, don’t forget that.


    Being a regulator teaches you to stand firm, you must negotiate and navigate power dynamics to fill your role. From this experience and others like it, I got to develop skills that later made me an effective future leader.


    That meeting was a defining moment, not just at my job, but in my understanding of how power and influence truly work. It was a lesson I would carry into every career move that followed.




    Authority isn’t readiness, 
prepare anyway


    Being handed responsibility early in your career can be exhilarating – and overwhelming. 
Just because someone gives you a seat at the table doesn’t mean you’re fully equipped to sit in it.


    You won’t always feel ready, but you’ll grow into the role, especially if you prepare like someone who’s already there.


    And when you find yourself in a room 
that feels too big for you? Breathe. 
Remember – you’re not there by accident.


    Ask yourself:


    [image: bullet] Am I preparing like someone who knows their next move matters?


    


[image: bullet] Who can I learn from before I’m in the room – so I don’t freeze when 


I’m already in it?


    [image: bullet] What power do I hold now and what do I need to earn?




    Why This Matters: The Fast-Track to Authority (and the challenges that come with it)




    In most careers, authority is something you earn over time. In the private sector, you start at the bottom, proving yourself over years – sometimes decades – before you’re trusted with high-stakes decisions, major deals, and boardroom battles.


    But as a young governmental regulator, the perception of power comes early. Yet at some point in everyone’s career, they find themselves on the wrong side of a power dynamic.


    What I learned, it doesn’t matter whether you’re a junior analyst or a seasoned veteran – the moment you’re sitting on the regulatory side of the table, companies must listen to you. Your signature determines whether projects move forward or stall, and your decisions can cost businesses money.




    In the private sector, power is accumulated.


    In the regulatory world, power is assigned.




    Understanding that distinction fast-tracked my career in ways I never could have predicted.


    While my peers in the private sector were slowly climbing the corporate ladder, building credibility step by step, I had leapfrogged into high-pressure meetings with powerful executives – not because of my personal experience, but because of the regulatory authority I represented.


    This was an incredible, unexpected career-boosting opportunity, but it came with a serious catch.


    I had authority, but I wasn’t prepared to wield it effectively.


    I had influence but had no idea how to keep my composure when faced with seasoned professionals who had spent years mastering the art of power dynamics.


    The boardroom ambush I faced wasn’t just a test of my knowledge of public access regulations – it was a crash course in power dynamics, negotiations, and the psychological warfare in high-stakes decision-making.


    And I wasn’t ready.


    Regulatory work throws young professionals into high-pressure situations far earlier than most in other industries.


    In a corporate setting, you may spend years observing power dynamics before ever stepping to the head of the table while in government and regulatory roles, you’re thrown into the room seemingly immediately – often with no training on how to handle it. By contrast, even newcomers in government are pulled into the conversation: the 2024 Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey shows 59% of federal workers – including most with less than three years on the job – agree that management involves them in decisions that affect their work.10


    Mastering regulatory power was one thing. But over time, I began to see its limits – especially when uncertainty and 
political pressures shaped decisions just as much as policy. And that’s when I started wondering if my future belonged in the public sector at all.


    What I hadn’t realized yet was that standing your ground in one room often opens doors to many others – even ones you didn’t know existed.
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