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			“This is a great read for anyone seeking to make a positive impact in their world while still staying true to themselves. Cindie lays out the blueprint that is easy to read, but sometimes hard to follow: Work hard, trust your instincts, have the courage to do what you know is right, and don’t look to others for validation; rather, find it in the deeper contentment rooted in a job well done.”


			—Mark Cooper


			President, Seasons 52 and Bahama Breeze


			“Shards in My Hair is packed with valuable real-life career lessons of experience, from entry-level to the boardroom, demonstrating important leadership insights in action. Cindie shares her journey in a thoroughly engaging, transparent, and humble way, laced with humor and hard-earned wisdom.”


			—Fraser Clark


			Leadership Consultant/Executive Coach, ARC Leadership Associates


			“In a world where everything looks easy from the outside-in, Jamison gets real about the mess that is life and the fascinating journey that led a single mom to the top of the business world.”


			—Kimberly Simpson


			General Counsel, National Association of Corporate Directors


			“Cindie Jamison’s highly entertaining and informative book is more than a map for future female executives (though it is that). Combine the ingredients of hard work, perseverance, and a sense of humor with universal advice of how to succeed in the executive suite and boardroom and you have a winning book for everyone.”


			—Jane Howze


			Managing Director, The Alexander Group (national executive search firm)


			“Unfiltered, witty, and refreshingly honest, Shards in My Hair pulls back the curtain on what it really takes to succeed in the corporate world. With humor, vulnerability, and sharp insight, Cindie Jamison shares the highs, lows, and absurdities of her journey, making this a must read for anyone navigating leadership, career pivots, or personal growth. Equal parts hilarious and empowering, this is the no-BS guide to success you didn’t know you needed.”


			—Maya Tubic


			Owner, I Love My Assistant


			


			“Shards in My Hair: Lessons from Breaking the Glass Ceiling is a gift to both seasoned leaders and emerging professionals—female and male! Brimming with sage and practical advice, Jamison narrates her multifaceted journey—professional and personal—with humor, tenderness, and authenticity. She manages to capture the essence of each lesson through a combination of experience, perspective, wisdom, and wry intellect. From dorm room to boardroom, and every stop in between, Jamison delivers insights into navigating a rocketing career as a single mom, handling stranger-than-fiction leadership challenges, and piloting the occasional existential crisis . . . all while allowing the reader to embrace the idea of being perfectly imperfect.”


			—Zoe Maloney


			Chief Human Resource Officer, ODP Corporation


			“Oh, how I wish I had read a book like this when I was a working mother coming up through the ranks of the business world. Cindie’s authentic, humorous, and sometimes raw storytelling delivers an impactful message that left me with a sense of gratitude for her vulnerability in sharing such poignant lessons. Her pragmatic approach to handling a variety of personal and professional situations is something all women—and men—can learn from.”


			—Sarah King


			Chief Human Resource Officer, Darden Restaurants


			“Shards in My Hair is a great read for any professional looking to excel at work, at home, and ‘do it all.’ It’s a constant balancing act and Cindie has been very successful in her journey because she’s willing to ask for what she wants, try new things, and sometimes fail. This book shares her many successes, failures, and hilariously funny moments. She makes board directorships and C-suite roles seem more human and accessible.”


			—Lauren Werle


			Vice President, Internal Audit, ODP Corporation


			“In this hilarious and deeply personal life story, corporate America’s powerful woman, Cindie Jamison, reveals a truthful account of the struggles, frustrations, and adversity she encountered during her rise to the top. In Shards in My Hair Jamison debunks the myth that success is easy. As a single mother of four boys and with a career marked by peaks and valleys, Jamison had plenty of chances to fail. Instead, her grit inspires readers everywhere, especially women, to trust that optimism and resilience is a key ingredient for success.”


			—Atlee Valentine-Pope


			Lead Independent Director, Gibraltar Industries
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			Foreword


			Jeff Smith, Founder and CEO, Starboard Value


			As an activist investor, I invest in good companies that are not achieving their potential and then become a catalyst to jump-start improved performance. While we often talk specifically about how a company should change its strategy to grow faster or improve efficiency to increase margins, the truth is: People run companies. Great management makes a big difference. A great board will provide better motivation, coaching, and leadership. In order to be successful as an activist investor, or probably any investor, or any businessperson, or any person, it is imperative to identify and appreciate great and talented people. I have been extremely fortunate. I work with some amazing people and have developed an enjoyable network of colleagues who have become trusted friends and advisors.


			Through decades as an investor, I can say that it’s not often you meet someone who refines your thinking on both strategy and leadership. My long-standing relationship with Cindie has been invaluable. Over the years, her insights have illuminated the very real challenges that many organizations face. Most importantly, not only can she identify the key issues, but she is an effective and collegial coach and communicator. Management and the board trust Cindie’s insights and advice, making her invaluable for companies and shareholders.


			What I didn’t know, until I read this book, is the personal journey that took Cindie through the maturation curve to get to where she is today. It intrigued me and made me further appreciate the determination and grit that various experiences and challenges imbued in her from her early childhood, through juggling the complexities of being a single mother and a crisis CFO.


			I have worked with Cindie in various settings since 2013. She has become an amazing advisor and friend. In addition to the improvements she has made inside companies, she has helped me improve my process and my communication. We have created some major successes, some terrific friendships, and improved companies and management teams. I have benefited from her wisdom, her humor, her persistence, and her perspective.


			I know you will too.


		




		


		

			Introduction : The Journey . . .


			It all looks so easy from the outside. In the midst of either a night of internet surfing or sitting alone in your office after a particularly boring or blistering meeting, you google someone you’ve either met or recently heard of—just to see about their rise to the top, their net worth, and/or any juicy headlines regarding their success. Typically what you’ll find, through a combination of LinkedIn, Facebook, Instagram, or Google, is something like this: They went to some prestigious school(s), typically for an MBA after undergrad, they worked in a succession of roles in recognizably named firms, they gained in title and stature along the way, perhaps they were “famous” for this or that (successful ad campaign, acquisition, turnaround, etc., etc.), and now they have either retired to the good life or they are currently sitting on a handful of public company boards. What, you wonder, is their secret? How do they make it look so easy? Why can’t your career follow a similar path? Why are you finding it a) frustrating, b) tedious, or c) impossible to create a simple, linear, stimulating, progressing career path that promises the bright future you’ve worked so hard for and deserve?


			Part of the problem in today’s world of social media, in my opinion, is that the truth is often subjugated to the flamboyant—or perhaps to the mere convenient. In a world of pictures and soundbites, does anyone really have the interest or patience to digest the voluminous details actually involved with someone else’s struggles and ultimate success? Is it catchy? No.


			What it is, is a shame.


			People’s truths matter. People’s characters are built through adversity, perseverance, frustration, and failure. Success is rarely attained without grit. As a friend of mine once told me, “A winner is just a loser who tried one more time.”


			I spent all of my life as an outsider—a kid who came from a family whose careers were in medicine. A college student supposedly headed for law school until a shockingly great GMAT score (taken while somewhat hungover) changed the trajectory. A woman in a grad school known (at the time) as a male, quantitative bastion. A young kid struggling to figure out a foreign and often cruel business world. An unexpectantly pregnant recent MBA grad—confined to bed rest for blood pressure issues months into her first big role, and a new mom trying to juggle said big role with a new infant . . . it goes on and on. But that is the stuff of the book and this is only the introduction.


			Yet as an outsider, I had a keen interest in watching to learn. Watching whom to emulate to understand and predict success. Reading to gain insight into how to manage all of this. Engaging for years and years with peers, colleagues, friends, advisors, coaches, and bosses to grow and get better, smarter . . . to become “more.” Guess what? Most of it didn’t matter. None of it helped me find me. There were no easy answers from the outside. Maybe because everyone has to find their own way to figure out their own version of the truth and their own way forward—at least that is the prettiest explanation I can come up with.


			A more cynical view, looking back from where I sit now? Maybe it’s because it’s hard to figure out the truth when you’re busy living it—and everyone else is trying to figure it out too. Or (this is the darkest interpretation) maybe it’s because honestly, most people suck at leadership, or don’t want to be vulnerable enough to share their real experiences and struggles. It’s impossible to find answers through those types of people.


			For whatever reason, I struggled mightily. I was pretty much routinely alone, frustrated, worried, confused, confounded, and searching. In the midst of all of that, I was alternately smashingly successful, a complete failure, a great mom, a terrible mom, madly in love, getting divorced, feeling pretty great, and feeling like shit. I have had great bosses and terrible bosses. I have made amazing lifelong friends and had stunning betrayals. I have felt impostor syndrome more times than I can count. I still apologize too much—even for things I have had no hand in and no control over. And you would never guess where all of this brought me . . .


			I have been a turnaround chief financial officer of eight different companies, both public and private-equity owned. I have been chairman of the board of three public companies. I have raised four beautiful boys—all now adults doing amazing things.


			I am the person you might google and think, “How was it so easy?”


			This book exists for one reason only: Despite the fact that I am a very private person who keeps an incredibly low profile, I want to tell the truth. I look out from the boardrooms I sit in today and I see the struggle continue. And I see the lack of transparency—the triumph of ego over accuracy when people give advice to the ranks. I crave someone, anyone (even me!) to just tell it like it is or, rather, like it was. I suppose this is my legacy. It is not a glowing, linear success story. It is all of the “stuff” that happened (the hard, the awful, the funny, the absurd, the silly, the shocking) that brought me to the rarified place that I enjoy today.


			And it is some of the lessons and conclusions that I can muster now—with the benefit of time and hindsight and some self-reflection. If there is anything unique that I bring to the party—different from other how-to books and memoirs—it is that through my unique career experience as both a turnaround CFO and as a board member, I saw the guts, the truth, of many different companies, across industries and at various levels of authority. I have seen it from the top down and the bottom up. And I have been able to compare and contrast the experiences. Through all of that, I have found that the struggles and the teachings have been remarkably consistent. And so I am fairly confident that they will resonate. I try to be real. I try to honestly own my own part in things. And I also call bullshit on a few others (names have been changed!).


			My hope is that it demystifies success and the illusion that it’s easy. I hope it helps anyone who sits alone and wonders why it’s so hard and wonders if it’s worth it. And most of all, since some of these truths might seem outrageous, I sincerely hope it makes you laugh, while also leaving you inspired.


			Maybe it doesn’t always have to be as hard as I found it to be.


		




		


		

			Prologue


			My Idol


			Everyone knows of the perils of being a woman in Tudor England—especially if you were one of the six unlucky wives of Henry VIII. Most people immediately think of Anne Boleyn, mother of Elizabeth I . . . the lusty obsession of Henry, until she wasn’t. Falsely accused of trumped-up charges and then beheaded. Or perhaps Catherine of Aragon—the long-suffering first wife—whose unwanted and hard-fought divorce brought on the Reformation. She died of (suspicious) “natural” causes to clear the way for his marriage to Anne Boleyn.


			But the lesser-known story of Anne of Cleves is the one I am particularly drawn to. Henry’s fourth wife was an arranged marriage after the death of his beloved Jane Seymour (mostly “beloved” because she produced a male heir shortly before her death from childbirth). Anne represented a political alliance with Germany—a Protestant nation when Henry was looking to solidify his separation from the Roman Church. He had only seen a portrait of her prior to agreeing to the marriage. Several other potential queens had turned him down . . . his reputation by this time well known as a tough guy to get along with.


			Imagine Anne at twenty-four, sent by her brother, who had the authority to make marital decisions for her, to England for the very first time. She did not speak the language; she did not know the customs. I think we can all relate to that feeling of isolation and alienation in the corporate world; I know I have many times. I’m sure Anne had impostor syndrome big-time—not to mention the Sunday (Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, and Saturday) Scaries.


			Henry thought he would surprise her and traveled to the port where her ship landed, dressed in disguise so that he could observe her anonymously. It did not go well. Allegedly he exclaimed to his entourage very loudly, “I like her not!” Yes, we’ve all had that first bad day on the job!


			Much drama ensued and Henry tried every way he could think of to wiggle out of the marriage. But the contract had been signed and he was committed. They were married on January 6, 1540. Henry made it clear that he was not game for this union . . . refusing to consummate the marriage and going right back to playing the field. Anne was left alone and isolated, surrounded by ladies-in-waiting who were mostly spies for the king (as well as a few being his lovers).


			I imagine Anne was terrified. Alone in a new country as a foreigner with no language skills, married to a brutal guy who not only seemingly couldn’t stand her but was also known for disposing of wives in not-too-pleasant ways, she was isolated and without counsel. I’m sure she feared for her life.


			Henry’s minion, Thomas Cromwell (who was himself eventually executed, in part for arranging this marriage), was told to “solve the problem.” So he approached Anne with the idea of an annulment, claiming the marriage was never consummated. Unlike some of Henry’s other wives, she did not resist. She agreed immediately and proceeded to go away quietly, I’m sure immensely relieved to escape with her head intact.


			But here’s where it gets interesting. To start, Henry was uncharacteristically generous with her—himself relieved to escape fairly easily as well. They were divorced on July 12, 1540. He bestowed upon her several properties, including Hever Castle, Anne Boleyn’s family estate. He gave her a large enough financial settlement so that she became one of the wealthiest women in England. And she gamely settled into her new role with the newly created (and quite absurd) title of “the king’s beloved sister.” The king, now romantically involved with Catherine Howard, a teenager he later executed, began inviting Anne to court and over time became quite fond of her. Eventually, he decreed that she was to be treated as the most important woman in England, only surpassed by his wife and legitimate children.


			When the king died, Anne remained close with his children and accompanied Mary in her Coronation Procession and Service. She became quite popular with the general population. Her many servants consistently described her as a fair and generous employer. Anne never left England, her adopted home. And despite a terrifying start, she rose to the highest echelons of power and influence. She died at forty-one, most likely from cancer.


			Why is she my idol? Well, first of all, she was pretty savvy in the midst of some pretty terrifying circumstances—way worse than any corporate politics I can think of. She played the long game. She didn’t hold grudges, forgiving Henry and accepting his overtures of friendship despite the humiliation he had caused her. She built relationships with those in court and with her stepchildren despite being an outsider. She treated people fairly and held on to her dignity—even when many around her didn’t. She did as much good in the world as she could, given the circumstances she was dealt, and did not complain. And in the end . . . she won. Anne outlasted Henry and all of his other wives, leaving a fortune to those she loved and maintaining a front-row seat to the most important royal events of the day.


			I’d say she was pretty badass—and someone we can all learn from! Let’s see how the lessons we can learn apply in the corporate world today, shall we?


		




		


		

			1


			No Plan Is the Plan


			“When something goes wrong in your life, just yell ‘PLOT TWIST!’ . . . and move on.”


			—Anonymous


			It’s really important that anyone in business (whether just starting out, or already on the journey) understands that things often don’t go as planned. This can be a tough one, especially for the younger generation. There is a tendency in youth to believe that you have more control over factors influencing your success than you really do. Sure—hard work and smarts matter, but so many other factors come into play too, usually out of your control. And the arc of a career (and a life) is long. My story, as I have reflected on it while writing this book, is not without speed bumps. I was worried it might sound like it was written from a victim point of view in the beginning chapters. I thought about changing that. But it was, in fact, how it felt to me at the time. And I think it’s important to capture that, because without capturing that element first, it is hard to appreciate the maturity and growth and perspective that came later. Growth is not easy and the business world can be pretty unforgiving. My evolving into a seasoned professional required building muscles I never knew I had, or needed. And it is that story, in addition to the craziness and the chaos and the wide array of bosses and jobs that I have had, that I wanted to capture. And so, bear with me while we go back to the beginning and suffer through some of the embarrassing and humiliating episodes that challenged me to either grow and adapt, or opt out. It is from a place of privilege today that I am able to relive these, capture the learnings from them, and share them with you—in the hopes that my learning curve may shorten yours.


			I was recently invited to a dinner celebrating scholarship students at Booth, the business school at the University of Chicago (my alma mater), and there were three second-year MBA scholarship students on stage taking questions. I was struck by how cocky they were. They were so sure they knew what they wanted, and what they wanted was so improbable. Most of them wanted private equity, and in my opinion, you bring nothing to private equity unless you’ve had a real job first . . . far from leading deal decisions, right out of grad school you will spend a hundred hours a week building models and crunching numbers for the real decision-makers. If you’re lucky, you might get to sit in on a few meetings. Most wise up and opt out.


			A man got up to make a statement, saying how he thought they were all so articulate. And they were very articulate—albeit naively optimistic. This inspired me to ask a question.


			“I agree that you are all very articulate,” I said. “You also strike me as being very sure of what you want to do. My question is, How do you think Booth has prepared you for the unexpected things that can occur in a career? The turns that you’re not expecting, the twists that you can’t anticipate and control.”


			All I got in return was blank stares. They didn’t even understand the question.


			“I don’t plan to fail,” said one of the students. And the others echoed various versions of the same assured, arrogant sentiment.


			Afterward, three different people came up to me expressing that they loved my question, and while the students might not have understood me, they knew exactly what I was talking about. Those who are a couple of decades past their MBA know that life is often not linear, and the unexpected twists and turns can really throw you for a loop.


			Certainly, nothing worked out the way I thought it would. But, when you’re so busy thinking about today, and living with today’s issues and today’s challenges, you shouldn’t have a lot of time to philosophize about where you want to be in twenty years. In other words: No plan is the plan. And it is a waste of time to think about ten or twenty, or even five years out . . . take it, if not one day at a time, at least one year at a time.


			*  *  *


			I grew up in suburban New Jersey, the youngest of three daughters of a small-town veterinarian and his homemaker wife. My parents were a true love story. They met in seventh grade and were together from that point on. They held hands wherever they went. I don’t remember them ever fighting, or even having cross words. My father loved his profession and was proud of being a veterinarian. He was a kind and gentle man. He built up his practice and eventually did quite well due to some optical specialization that he mastered. He adored his daughters and spent time with us on the weekends, although he was gone working long hours during the week. He loved Frank Sinatra and whiskey sours and our ever-present golden retriever, Tawny.


			My mother was more complex. She was the oldest of two girls in a strict religious family. Her father—of whom I only have vague memories—was an odd, distant, disinterested man. He did not believe in education for women and sent both her and her sister to trade schools. She did not like her father at all and often said that my father “saved” her. From the moment they married, she devoted her life to taking care of him. Her upbringing left her without a good parenting role model and also left two indelible marks on her: She insisted that her daughters be educated, and she had social aspirations to be “better” than her upbringing. This made her somewhat snobbish, even if it had a strong undertone of insecurity. She used to tell me, “You can be anything in the world—a president, a Supreme Court justice, or an astronaut,” which was remarkable in that day and time. She expected a lot of me and she invested a lot in me.


			It is due to my mother’s complex influence that some of my earliest characteristics developed. She could also be quite critical, and I became an insecure overachiever, as I’ve come to appreciate many of my peers today are—or were—on their way up. I was driven by seeking approval, but in doing so, I made myself busier and busier—always striving for that smile, that nod, that compliment. I got her attention when I accomplished things or won prizes—but somehow it was never enough. I felt alone and I felt like I had to figure out things by myself. She was too sheltered and immature to really offer much parenting. She was not warm or affectionate. Yet, contradictorily, I felt “overloved” when it came to my accomplishments—because they became her accomplishments. I felt that I was too important to her. Failure became too scary to contemplate.


			Despite it all, my childhood wasn’t unpleasant. We were financially very comfortable. I was sent to the best schools and I never once felt unsafe or unloved. My sisters were significantly older than me—seven and eleven years older—and so I identified as an only child. My oldest sister got married and left college at nineteen (she completed both undergraduate and graduate school later in life), breaking my mother’s heart at the time. My middle sister finished college but followed a boy there (her future husband, then ex-husband), also disappointing my mother. By the time I was alone in the house with my parents, from roughly ten years old on, all of my mother’s social aspirations and frustrated ambitions were trained on me. But that had a lot of upsides; my parents had the money to not only send me to private school, but pay for my lessons in all kinds of random things: piano, ballet, ice-skating, voice, tennis. I was busy. Learning to live with the pace and the pressure was pretty easy for me—and I got used to juggling a lot of competing priorities. I loved school and studying, and reading was my escape from a pretty quiet life.


			My parents were both introverts and had virtually no social life. I, on the other hand, would hear the ticking of the clocks throughout the house and dream of going somewhere—anywhere. I longed to see the world and experience things. I felt so trapped and wondered why my friends’ families traveled to interesting places and spent time going to events and seeing the sights in and around the city. A few times I even cut school and headed into the city with a friend or two to walk around. I loved the pace and the energy. To this day I am truly an urban girl.


			Intellectual pursuits became my escape route. I devoured books in my middle school years, attracted to biographies of strong women. I would go on binges and read every book I could find on famous women: Florence Nightingale, Edith Cavell, Jane Addams, Annie Oakley, Amelia Earhart, Marie Curie. With each literary “friend” (always women!), I would dive into their lives completely—dreaming about them, imagining their day-to-day life, and applauding their accomplishments. I am sure that this innate curiosity revealed some longing on my part to be parented and also to be guided toward a life of ambition. I was looking for female role models, and in doing so, I learned a lot about the determination and grit that it took those women to achieve their dreams. It also gave me an appreciation for the head start I had in life coming from a place of privilege, because many of the women I studied came from far more obscure backgrounds than I. I did not want to waste it. I also think it helped me immensely, and not only from a role model standpoint. According to Services to Schools National Library, “ ‘Reading for pleasure is more closely associated with intrinsic motivation, it is reading that children do for themselves at their own pace, with whom they choose and in their own way.’ . . . Research shows that reading for pleasure boosts academic achievement, and provides a foundation for critical, digital and information literacy.”


			In high school, I was a mixture of high achiever and party girl—an interesting balance that has lasted. I got good grades, and I had student leadership positions. I was voted “Most Likely to Succeed.” Yet, I recognized that I felt more alive when I was social. Between junior and senior years of high school, I was invited to join a few friends who were going to live and work on Martha’s Vineyard for the summer. We found an adorable rental right in the heart of Edgartown, and one of the girls had connections for us to get jobs on the island. Well, the jobs that materialized turned out to be housekeeping for a large hotel, not the waitressing job I had mentioned to my parents. They were not amused. I remember my mother saying, “No daughter of mine is going to clean toilets,” and I was forced to pull out of the summer plans. But it is interesting how small episodes like this can have a BIG impact later on.


			My parents let me visit my friends at the end of the summer—they had had a fabulous time exploring one of the most beautiful islands in the world and babysitting for James Taylor and Carly Simon in their off-hours. I was green with envy! I went to visit and I went for a run around the town—ending the run on a road that goes by the Harborview Hotel and looks out to the Edgartown Lighthouse. I remember vividly thinking to myself: “They won’t take this away from me—I will come back here someday.” And, in fact, I owned a home there for ten years, my oldest son got engaged there, and my husband and I got married there—coincidentally at the very hotel where I was going to be a maid. Martha’s Vineyard has become a staple in our family and, as a friend once commented, my “wound-licking place.” But my resentment at my parents for taking that away from me lingered.


			In senior year of high school, I discovered that Duke University had a January freshman program. At the time, it was used as a deferral plan—kids who were accepted were randomly selected to start in January following their high school graduation instead of September. I’m not sure why or how they were selected, but I approached my high school guidance counselor and asked, “Why can’t I try to go early instead of later?” I had the grades. I had enough credits to graduate and it seemed like an intriguing idea. I am not sure to this day why I was so impatient. I suppose it had to do with that boredom and that desire to go out and gain more experiences than I felt I was getting in suburban New Jersey. I wanted to grow and explore and I suppose I wanted some independence from my mother as well after the previous summer. Once Duke accepted me—the first-ever “early January admission”—I packed up my bags over Christmas break of senior year and headed to Durham, North Carolina. I was finally starting my adventure. I was off on my own!


			While my father cried while driving away from me, I felt nothing but relief and excitement. I had no idea how crazy and complicated my journey would be—but I was “all in!”


			*  *  *


			Once at Duke it became obvious to me—as it does to so many—that the world was a lot larger, more complicated, and more competitive than I was used to. Coming from a small, private girls’ school, all of the leadership positions—whether in student government, the arts, or sports, obviously went to girls. And there was not a lot of competition. At Duke, almost everyone I met was an overachiever. The intellectual capacity and curiosity level was higher than I had ever experienced. And the guys seemed to get the leadership roles. It was a new world. It took me a while to adjust.


			At first, I struggled to find a niche. I actually struggled through most of Duke to find my identity. Academically I was very well prepared. Getting good grades came easily. Before I headed off to school, my parents had made it clear that they expected me to head into one of the professions, with graduate school being a clear destination. But they didn’t have much advice that was practical unless it involved med school or vet school—neither of which were a fit for me.


			Before college, my father attempted to turn me into the next family veterinarian . . . it didn’t go well. I learned that I am squeamish around blood and gore—so I was going to have to find an alternative! My dad had suggested law school as a good goal, so without any understanding of what a legal career entailed, I stacked my schedule with political science and history courses.


			I left for the summer after my first college semester feeling pretty proud of myself for navigating an unchartered course, and doing pretty darn well at it. But when I went home to “officially” graduate from high school, it was a rude awakening. I had so been looking forward to it, but there was a strange discomfort between me and the other kids—I had crossed the chasm and was already experiencing what they wouldn’t start until September. I learned that there can be dissonance when you move on ahead of other people, and it felt like I was “different.” It was a huge disappointment and probably the first time in my young life that I learned you “can’t go back.” I had also missed the “senior year spring,” when all kinds of fun things occurred and people bonded together before leaving for college. I was a fish out of water. I’m guessing I probably talked a lot about my college escapades as a way of socializing and that probably created even more of a wedge. Looking back, I am sad and sorry that I did that to myself, but I also learned a valuable lesson . . . leaving friends behind is hard, but as someone later told me, “If you aren’t losing friends at some points in your life, then you aren’t growing.”


			


			The biggest blow came at the graduation ceremony itself. Poised to win at least some academic awards before I left, it honestly never crossed my mind that leaving early would disqualify me. Since no one had ever done this early-college thing before, there was no rulebook. As I sat at the ceremony and watched as all of the awards went to others, I gazed out at my mother in the audience and saw she was crying. I had disappointed her. Looking back on it, it seems pretty minor. But at the time it was very upsetting, especially to my mother, who told me her summer was “ruined” by it. I wrote a letter to the school asking why I was disqualified and got an incredibly snarky letter back from the principal. The only line I recall specifically was that he wrote, “You simply cannot have your cake and eat it too.” Fair enough (even if not the nicest way to communicate with an eighteen-year-old), but I would say that the value of setting expectations in advance was impressed upon me, and I never forgot the shock and surprise of that day. Again . . . unintended consequences.


			As I reflect on my sophomore and junior years at Duke, I see that I was exposed to many new things—and yet, there was also a growing sense of dissonance, which lasted for years. I didn’t really “fit” anywhere. In a way that was kind of fun; I would party with the partiers, and I could study with the nerds. I chose not to join a sorority because I thought the clubby principal of it was sort of stupid, yet I was actively involved as a “little sister” to my boyfriend’s fraternity. I could be a Northerner but feel like a Southerner. But the flip side of all of that was a certain loneliness and boredom.


			The opportunity came to leave Duke and go to Oxford for an exchange program. I thought it sounded intriguing and so I applied for it and got in. After junior year I headed to Europe to travel for about six weeks before starting school. I had originally started the trip as the only girl traveling with five of my boyfriend’s fraternity brothers, also ultimately headed to Oxford. Not the best plan. They treated me like one of them and there were no issues between us. But they wanted to go places and stay places that I was not completely comfortable with. I was pretty frustrated and unhappy early on. In one of the more serendipitous events of my life (and I’ve had several), while traveling in Switzerland, we ran into two people from Duke—a guy and a girl—whom my travel buddies knew. We talked to them for a while on the train platform. I got to know the girl, Stacey, who confided that she was unhappy with her travel companion who apparently had not “gotten the memo” that they were only friends, as she had a boyfriend back at Duke. I likewise told her I was not enjoying my trip either, and in the roughly twenty minutes that we talked, we decided to ditch the guys and strike off on our own.


			Stacey and I traveled for weeks together and had one adventure after another. She was a complete joy and I can truly say, the first person I found to be a true soulmate. She also had tinges of this outsider complex. She was crazy smart and didn’t always fit in socially the way she wanted to. We recognized a part of ourselves in the other. We remained close both at Oxford and back at Duke later for senior year. As a matter of fact, she is still a close friend—and my longest-lasting friend today. The fact that she ultimately became a psychiatrist is just an added perk! Yes, taking chances can have unintended consequences and downsides—it can also provide you with gifts that will surprise and delight and enrich your life. I am a true believer in the risk-reward paradigm.


			The protocol for learning at Oxford is very different from the university experience in the United States. Classes are really only lectures and they are optional. They cover a variety of topics and are taught by leaders in each field. But the real work is done one-on-one with a tutor assigned to you upon arriving. I lived in New College and my tutor was in Balliol College. I had chosen British Political System as my course, and so each week my tutor would assign a paper to write on a given topic and asked that I come to a specific point of view on the question/topic. I was on my own to figure out what to read, how to research, and ways to structure my paper in order to come up with a point of view on the matter at hand. Each week, I would submit my paper and then go “defend” it while he peppered me with questions. I loved the approach. It taught me to think independently. It taught me to structure arguments in a logical fashion. I was forced to debate and defend my conclusions. This nascent skill of learning to react unemotionally and logically with facts and data proved to be immensely important for me; I called upon it time and time again in stressful or combative business situations later in life.


			


			My time at Oxford was a real highlight and I felt more at home there than I ever had at Duke. I learned a lot along the way. I attended some amazing lectures and I traveled all over the UK. I was sad to have it end, but returned to Duke a stronger person and a better critical thinker.


			All of this growth came in mighty handy when I got back to Duke, because my life imploded almost immediately. For starters, it turns out the boyfriend I thought I’d marry had been dating someone all summer, much to my surprise. He broke up with me and absolutely crushed me emotionally for most of my senior year. I felt, once again, disconnected to my friends, similar to when I went back to high school for graduation. Most of my friends were his friends and I realized that I had molded much of my existence around him—his friends, his interests, his view of the future. I was modeling my mother’s behavior toward my father. But this was no “savior” whom I’d known since seventh grade. This was a twenty-year-old boy who was growing up and sowing his oats, at my expense. I learned a life lesson about finding my own voice—but it would take years for that to develop.


			During my senior year at Duke, I was completely lost, likely clinically depressed, and struggling to find a path to graduation. I stopped the party scene. I hung out with my friends from Oxford instead of my old friends. I focused on looking at law schools; I took the GMAT as a warm-up before I signed up to take the LSAT. I was stunned when the results came back—I hit the ball out of the park and had a really high score in my back pocket. Still, I was unmotivated and barely making it through my classes and my waitressing shifts. After graduation I stayed in Durham and picked up more shifts at the restaurant.


			The summer ticked by but my mood never improved. My roommates were worried about me. My family was worried about me. Eventually, sometime around Labor Day I think, my father called and essentially told me to get my act together and figure something out. He said he had not paid the exorbitant tuition money for me to be a waitress in Durham, North Carolina. So my roommates and I opened a bottle of wine, got out a map of the US, and talked about where I should go. New York, to my mind, was out of the question because I would have to live at home in that boring, comfortable suburban house with my parents and take a train into the city each day—a two-hour commute, minimum. No thanks. LA was too far to drive. But Chicago? I could drive to Chicago. I knew one or two people (literally) there but it was a start.


			With even the discussion of it, I started to feel my old juices flowing again after almost a year of misery. I started to get excited. The only problem was, I had no money, no job, and no idea how to start. But isn’t that how every hero’s journey begins? Until you feel completely lost, you won’t find the courage to take bold action—courage is borne of necessity. But it can launch you into a wild adventure! I drove home to New Jersey and asked my father if I could borrow $2,000 to move to Chicago and look for a job. Miraculously, he agreed. I will never understand why he did that; he was a conservative man and this was a crazy, half-baked idea. But I think the depression that he’d observed and the new energy in my voice must have hit his soft spot. He probably would have agreed to almost anything to get me up on my feet again.


			With a used car I had bought postgraduation, $2,000, and a back seat holding literally all of my stuff, I drove to Chicago. I checked into a small room in a boarding house in Evanston, Illinois, and rented a typewriter. I sent out letters to all five of the top banks in Chicago asking if they had had any cancellations in their commercial lending training programs. I figured I would at least start to see a bit about business through a bank, which would lead to all kinds of different companies. I had absolutely no idea what I was doing. I’d never tracked down my friends in Chicago, so I was on my own. But I felt alive again and I was both energized by the adventure and stressed by the $2,000 I now owed my father.


			It turned out to be a lesson in trusting the universe. Four out of the five banks replied that they had cancellations and invited me to interview. I had multiple job offers within six weeks of getting to Chicago. I never would have had this level of success had I interviewed on campus in the traditional approach to finding a job. I looked at acceptance rates for various programs today—not yesteryear which I am referring to here—but it was still interesting. Oxford University has a 17.5 percent acceptance rate; Harvard is 3.2 percent. A Navy Seal has a 1.5 percent chance of being accepted. But Goldman Sachs? Goldman has a 0.33 percent acceptance rate. Now, I did not apply to Goldman Sachs and commercial banking is not as competitive, today or yesteryear, but it does give you a sense for the fact that these training programs are very popular and very competitive. The fact that I had multiple job offers to join just before the program started is the ultimate lesson in the potential benefits of not trying to plan things, especially at this stage of life. So I accepted a job in the cash management training program at a major Chicago bank, and I started in October. I had a real job, and found myself a tiny studio apartment in the gold coast of Chicago. I owned a sofa bed, a small coffee table, and a secondhand desk. I knew no one. I was on my way.


			




			Outward Bound


			At one of the firms where I worked, the Big Boss decided that we as an executive team needed to bond more—build relationships, learn to trust each other . . . you get the drift. So he hired an outside group to come in and take us on some “outdoor adventures.” These were usually over a weekend, so in addition to the forced “enjoyment” of the great outdoors with nine of your favorite coworkers (including the CEO, your boss), you had to figure out what to do with your children for that time period. There was, shall we say, both involuntary physical and involuntary financial investment.


			I was the only woman on the executive team, so there were a few logistical issues from the get-go. When we had to change clothes, where did I go? Did I have separate sleeping quarters? My own bathroom? Remember, these were not hotels—this was the great outdoors! And so began a most uncomfortable series of adventures—all involving an overnight trip and a series of problem-solving exercises. It usually involved the group of us having to put our heads together to figure out how to overcome an obstacle. At the end of the evening there was time in either a swimming pool or a hot tub, to grab a drink and “unwind.” Since these involved bathing suits, a lot of the time it made me very uncomfortable.


			I can’t say that any of my coworkers were anything other than sympathetic to my plight; they were polite and respectful and worried for me at the constant awkwardness and discomfort. Yet, because most of the tasks assigned required figuring out how to do something to someone, it was invariably me that became the vessel that everything was enacted upon. I got sent down a river, lifted to a high tree branch, balanced on shoulders, and carried through the woods. There is one cringey photograph from this time that shows me being hoisted over a wall—you only see my ass and nine guys’ hands on it pushing me over! (And they posted that in the cafeteria as a sign of senior leadership unity!)


			After a series of these outward bound trips, I decided I’d had enough and it was time to speak up. I went to the CEO and explained that although the program was designed to take all of us out of our comfort zones, I thought it was disproportionately “uncomfortable” to me. He listened and offered a suggestion—“Why don’t you design the next one and come up with an exercise that you think is fairer.”


			I thought about it, and came up with a simple, inexpensive, un-woodsy idea that would be easy for all of us to do—even in the office. We would give each other manicures! How hard could that be? Any gal knows that the easy chitchat that happens at a nail salon creates a pleasant bond between both the practitioner and the recipient.


			I pitched the idea to my boss and he promptly decided the program had fulfilled its goal. There was no need to do any more. Program canceled.


			And—from my point of view—mission accomplished!
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