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Hey Joe, It’s Me, Can You Help Me Out?
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This guy’s walking down the street when he falls in a hole. The walls are so steep he can’t get out. 

A doctor passes by and the guy shouts up, “Hey you. Can you help me out?” The doctor writes a prescription, throws it down in the hole, and moves on. 

Then a priest comes along and the guy shouts up, “Father, I'm down in this hole, can you help me out?” The priest writes out a prayer, throws it down in the hole, and moves on. 

Then a friend walks by. “Hey Joe, it’s me, can you help me out?” And the friend jumps in the hole. Our guy says, “Are you stupid? Now we’re both down here.” The friend says, “Yeah, but I’ve been down here before, and I know the way out.”

The West Wing, Episode #32, “Noël,” Leo McGarry tells Josh Lyman this story.
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​​​Introduction
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“The doors we open and close each day decide the lives we live.” Flora Whittemore



In September 2014, I found myself at a personal and professional crossroads. My 5-year contract with the government was due to expire, and it had become clear that my company was not going to re-compete it, meaning that all of us were going to be laid off. 

I was five months shy of my 60th birthday, single, no children, two dogs. I was employed as a contractor with a very large, well-known defense company in the public sector. My current job paid me just over $106,000 annually and provided me with affordable health care benefits and employee discounts for everything from rental cars to flowers to pet insurance.

I also had two mortgages (three, if you count my vacation ownership), about $100,000 in savings, no pension, $25,000 in credit card debt, a younger sister I was assisting financially, and I was two years shy of qualifying for even partial Social Security benefits.

Now, keep in mind that my expiring contract didn’t necessarily mean that I would be out of work. Typically, although an expiring contract is often awarded to another company, the existing employees are offered positions with the new company to ensure what is called “business continuity.” And so it was in my situation. I was confident that no matter which company won the contract, I would be offered a position (though at what salary or benefits was anyone’s guess), which was as sure a Sure Thing as it could possibly get in that day and age.

Truth be told, I had been unhappy for a long time in my job. But I was far more afraid of not having an income than I was of not being happy, and so choosing not to accept a position with the new company was, for me, no choice at all. I was just going to have to stay down in that hole and gut it out, just like I always had in the past and just like, I assumed, I always would in the future.

And so, by October – the 26th, to be exact – I was resolved to stay and accept a position with whichever company won the contract no matter what.

Then, just five days later, on Halloween, not only did I change my mind – I completely changed how I would try to live the rest of my life. Because on that day, not only did I see a way out, I actually climbed out of the hole. I chose to walk away from my 6-figure salary, health benefits, and employee discounts, and instead accept the layoff, a meager 3-week severance check, a small vacation payout, 26 weeks of unemployment benefits, and an unknown job market – and when I say “walk,” I mean I ran.

If you had told me that I would even be willing to consider leaving my Sure Thing job let alone actually leave it without any kind of Sure Thing waiting in the wings, my response to you would have been, “Not in a million years.”

So what happened?

This book is about the “not in a million years” component of personal reinvention. It’s an exploration of what motivates someone to willingly walk away from what they know to embark on the journey into a future that in many cases isn’t even defined. It’s a book about turning points, A-ha moments, spiritual awakenings, and realizations. 

This book is for anyone who has ever marveled at stories of reinvention – and then wondered how someone could actually do what Anthony Doerr described in his book, All the Light We Cannot See: “You step forward. You jump.”

And this book is for anyone who wants to embark on their own reinvention journey, using the inspiration, guidance, strategies, and personal transformation tips and tricks that others have so generously shared with me. With their help, I distilled everything into what I call the Six Steps to Curing the No Way Out Syndrome. It’s your personal roadmap to seeing the way out of any hole you might be in, scaling those steep walls, and finally climbing out!

I interviewed many people while writing this book, and I chose six stories that best exemplified what I learned about reinvention. The personal accounts I included are all true: true events, people, and places. At the contributor’s request, I changed names or edited facts only to ensure the privacy and anonymity of the people I wrote about or the people and places they talked about.

Keep in mind that this book is not about leaving your Sure Thing job, although several people whose stories I share in this book did just that. Instead, this book is about leaving behind all of the thoughts, beliefs, assumptions, emotions, and expectations that no longer serve you. 

It’s about people who started out with one set of ideas, perceptions, thoughts, beliefs, and experiences, and then, through a series of serendipitous events, encounters, circumstances, or just plain luck, ended up at a “not in a million years” place that was far different from anywhere they had been before.
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​​​​Maybe You Can Get There From Here – But How?
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“How does one become a butterfly? You must want to fly so much that you are willing to give up being a caterpillar.” Trina Paulus



We all know the saying, “It’s the journey, not the destination.” 

I’ve read many inspiring books, blogs, and magazine articles about personal transformation and reinvention. But my impression of most of them was that they were full of information about the destination, which is to say, the where that the transformation road ended. Very few included the details about the actual journey, the how each person moved from despair, desperation, unhappiness, or confusion to financial, emotional, spiritual, physical, or personal freedom. 

Every time I read one of those amazing stories, I kept looking for the pages that I assumed must have been torn out of the book, or for the paragraphs that perhaps had been tragically deleted by some overzealous editor. I wanted the details, the step-by-step guide – and not just because I’m a project planner and process engineer by profession. I wanted to know exactly how they did it so that, just maybe, I could do it too.

Take this example, from an article titled, “Worth the Risk,” in the November 2, 2014, issue of Parade magazine:


“In 1997, at age 52, Carol Gardner was in trouble. The high-end real estate venture she invested in with her husband had failed. Soon after, so did their marriage. Depressed, divorced, and over $1 million in debt, she was living on four credit cards. ‘My attorney said, ‘Sweetheart, you either need a therapist or a dog,’ she recalls. So she adopted a 4-month-old English bulldog named Zelda.

A few weeks later, Gardner, now 68, who could barely afford to feed Zelda, dressed her up in a Santa hat and a bubble beard, snapped her photo, and entered it in a local pet store’s Christmas card contest. (Prize: one year’s worth of free dog food.) When she won, the light bulb came on.

Today, Zelda Wisdom is a global multi-million-dollar brand that also includes calendars, books, clothing, jewelry, and household accessories.”



The article included a few details of how Ms. Gardner and Zelda got from dog food winners to multi-million-dollar doggie phenoms but not enough for me, the planner and wannabe reinventor, to be able to follow in their footsteps. I needed the nuts and bolts that the story didn’t include. What exactly happened during those “few weeks later”? Did Carol go about her day depressed and in debt? Did she work on a budget? Talk some more to her attorney? Go on a Vision Quest? 

What made her look at Zelda one day and think, “A-ha, America’s Next Super Dog Model”?

Was it some combination of serendipity, synchronicity, circumstances, luck, age, genetic predisposition, or desperation that made her see her present circumstances (not to mention her dog) in a new way?

Case in point:  I had two dogs, and one, a long-haired Shiloh Shepherd named Kaylar, was extremely photogenic; she’d even been featured in calendars and on several pet photography websites. I’ll grant you, if I had ever tried dressing Kaylar in anything, let alone a Santa hat and bubble beard, she probably would have suffered a nervous breakdown, resulting in her beautiful plush coat falling out and ending her Super Model career (and my gravy train). But I never considered using Kaylar as an income stream, even when I had no income. 

So when Carol’s light bulb went off, how did she get from winning dog food to seeing endless dollar signs simply by photographing her dog?

(Then again, maybe it’s the kind of dog. After all, English bulldogs never take a bad picture, whereas long-haired Shiloh Shepherds who enthusiastically roll in grass, mud, dirt, snow, and absolutely anything that has died or pooped on my property frequently have bad hair days.)

So what exactly did Carol do in her doggy bubble-beard-to-riches transformation? How did she get from starvation to redemption? 

More importantly, could I do what she did to reinvent and transform my life as well?
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​​​The Secret Handshake
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“The people who lived in this building had figured out something important about life, and she’d stumbled upon their secret. There were places, she now saw, that contained more happiness than ordinary places did. Unless you knew that such places existed, you might be content to stay where you were.” Matthew Thomas



Several years before I got sober, I was working with a woman who was rumored to have gotten sober by joining AA. I say “rumored” because in those days (early 80s) it was not socially acceptable to talk about AA – the “Anonymous” part was still deeply entrenched and largely inviolable. I remember looking at her and thinking, “I wish I knew how you did it. Because how am I supposed to get sober if it’s all hush-hush, and you aren’t supposed to talk about it outside of the meetings?” 

I felt like I was never going to learn the “secret handshake” that, in my case, would help me get out of the alcoholic hole I had fallen into.

Fast forward to several years after I got sober. I went to a family get-together, and I will never forget this: I became uncomfortably aware that a cousin by marriage, who was still struggling with her own alcohol abuse, was staring at me as if I had two heads. It took me a few minutes, but I finally recognized the look: it was the same combination of envy, resentment, sadness, and longing that I know was on my face all those years ago when I looked at my co-worker. I knew that she wanted to know how I had managed it. She was down in the hole and didn’t know the way out. She wanted me to jump down into the hole with her and show her the secret handshake.

And so, with my contract due to expire at the end of November 2014, and faced with the prospect of having to stay in a job that I assumed I had no way out of, I had the same feeling and longing. I thought about how other people who were not anywhere near collecting Social Security and had no pension to live on were able to leave their jobs willingly. How did they do it? 

There had to be some secret, but once again I couldn’t figure out what it was.

This book is about the journey I undertook, and the journeys of my fellow travelers, in our quest to discover the secret handshake of personal reinvention. It’s about the steps we took to acknowledge our feelings; to discover and then release our limiting thoughts and beliefs; and finally to begin to climb out of the hole that we had come to know so well – and assumed that there was no way out of.

Most importantly, this book will show you that there is no secret handshake after all. In fact, you already know what needs to be done. You’ve always known it. This book will show you how to uncover that knowledge by following six simple steps to curing the No Way Out Syndrome!
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​​​How This Book Is Organized
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Chapter 1 contains five of the most compelling, inspirational, and transforming personal reinvention stories of the many people I interviewed for this book. I included my own story in this chapter as well. The focus of each story is on the “I stepped forward, I jumped” part of the journey: the events, the circumstances, and the realizations that resulted in each person’s decision to move in a new direction. 

Chapter 2 is an exploration of what I call “Reinvention Critical Success Factors (RCSFs).” In addition to the more commonly talked-about motivating factors (the loss of a job, a health crisis, the ending of a marriage, for example), everyone I interviewed pointed to one or two “RCSFs” that ultimately became the springboard to their journey. 
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