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Advance Praise


“This is the conversation many women have quietly been waiting to hear out loud. We’ve built remarkable companies, yet too often at the expense of ourselves—and that was never the real goal. When leadership becomes aligned and supported, success stops feeling heavy and finally starts working for your life.”


—Betty Hines


Founder & CEO Women Elevating Women LLC; Chair, Women Presidents Organization (WPO) Platinum III; WPO Global Board of Directors


“Impossible Freedom gives language and relief to women who have built extraordinary businesses while burning themselves out. It dismantles the false belief that growth requires self-sacrifice and shows what becomes possible when success and personal well-being are designed to coexist. If you look successful on the outside but feel trapped on the inside, this book is for you.”


—Shea H. Murtaugh


CEO, Hoffmann Murtaugh, an integrated marketing agency


“After building, scaling, and exiting companies, I found myself asking a deeper question: What kind of freedom do I want now? And who am I beyond what I’ve built? This book helped me shape my next chapter with intention rather than blind ambition and with a deeper sense of worth beyond output.”


—Coco Sellman


5x Founder, CEO, Impact Investor


“A profitable business that leaves you perpetually exhausted and misaligned with your own life is no one’s vision of true success. Impossible Freedom provides powerful tools that shift emphasis from daily reactive crises to value-aligned productivity, allowing business owners the mindset to leverage their teams and time for a life they will embrace.”


—Scott Armstrong


Owner, Mind Switching Training Inc.


“Impossible Freedom clearly put words to the pressure, ambition, and quiet exhaustion so many leaders carry. Nadine and Derek blend honesty, compassion, and real strategy to show that it’s completely possible to grow a thriving business without sacrificing yourself in the process. I recommend this book for every striving business owner as the roadmap to realizing that freedom isn’t a someday goal—it’s something we can choose and build right now.”


—Lynda Bishop


National Association of Women Business Owners (NAWBO) Institute for Entrepreneurial Development


“In Impossible Freedom, Nadine and Derek name a reality many high-achieving women leaders quietly experience, the ‘Middle Zone of Success,’ where the business is thriving, but the personal cost is too high. They challenge the long-held belief that sacrifice is simply the price of success and, instead, offer a practical, grounded roadmap for aligning your time, strengthening your team, and making braver leadership decisions rooted in self-trust. This is a powerful guide for CEOs ready to grow their companies without sacrificing their energy, presence, or joy, and redefine success on their own terms.”


—Allison Tabor, CPC


Women Presidents Organization (WPO) facilitator, author of Work Your Assets Off®: Stop Working So Hard in Business and In Life


“This book does something incredibly rare. It paves the pathway for entrepreneurs to finally accomplish something few ever achieve, the ultimate entrepreneurial dream, a true freedom-based lifestyle. If you’re an entrepreneur who started your business for freedom (the real kind), this book will change the trajectory of your professional pursuits moving forward—and maybe your family life, your financial life, and your spiritual life, too.”


—Julie Cabezas


Founder, Self Made


“One of the hardest (and most powerful) things in life is seeing beyond our familiar “can’ts” and finding new possibilities we’ve been conditioned to overlook. Too many of us never find the right challengers who can help us do this. This book can be your challenger. Nadine and Derek Nicholson don’t just expand your sense of what’s possible, they guide you toward the brave, necessary action to create it.”


—Lisa Haggis


Founder, Realize Your Brand


“This book shares hard-won truths from real life, not theory. Impossible Freedom names what so many leaders feel but rarely say out loud. It offers a wise, honest, and immediately useful roadmap to reclaim your time, your energy, and your life so you have true success. Impossible Freedom shows how Nadine and Derek forged these strategies in their day-to-day life in their partnership, their family, and their business. They’re the real deal and so is this book.”


—Tracey Trottenberg-Kansas and George P. Kansas


Language and Leadership Mentors, Co-Founders of Amazing International, Inc.
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For Keane,


Being your parents has been the greatest privilege of our lives. You are why we stopped waiting for “someday” and started living now. We hope these pages remind you that feeling fully lit up and alive in your one precious life happens one brave decision at a time.


Love,


Mom and Dad
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“The meaning of life is just to be alive. It’s so plain and so obvious and so simple. And yet everybody rushes around in a great panic as if it were necessary to achieve something beyond themselves.”


—Alan Watts
The Culture of Counter-Culture
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Foreword


I’ve spent nearly three decades working alongside some of the most extraordinary and accomplished women in business: founders, presidents, and CEOs building and running multimillion-dollar companies across the globe. Their achievements are remarkable. But behind the metrics, milestones, and awards, most of these leaders are running on empty. As CEO of the Women Presidents Organization (WPO), a global peer-learning community of high-growth, women-led companies, I see this pattern daily—visionary leaders fueling economies, creating jobs, and changing industries while quietly questioning how much longer they can keep holding it all together. They’re stuck in a success story that looks amazing on paper but feels unsustainable for them personally.


That’s why Impossible Freedom matters so much. It puts into words what many have felt but never fully named: that we’ve been taught to lead in a way that’s unsustainable, and that it feels impossible to drive business growth while also living a rich, fulfilling life, without having to compromise one for the other.


This isn’t just another book wrapped in productivity tools, work-life balance tips, surface-level self-care checklists, or cheerleading from the sidelines. This book is a wake-up call—and a leadership revolution. Nadine and Derek Nicholson of Ascend Leadership Co. offer leaders, especially women who give so much of themselves to their businesses, the permission to reject the trade-offs that many of us have been conditioned to accept. They don’t just tell you it’s possible to grow and scale a business without losing yourself in the process. They show you how with practical, real-world, hard-earned strategies and insights.


I first met Nadine and Derek through our shared work supporting entrepreneurs. I was immediately struck by the clarity, expertise, and generosity they bring to their executive leadership coaching. Nadine, the Time Architect and a WPO member, has a gift for seeing and naming truths that leaders may have sensed but never fully articulated or allowed. Derek, the Team Architect, brings a steady, grounding presence that makes sustainable transformation not only possible but inevitable. Together, they embody the partnership they champion and model what it looks like to build a sustainable business that supports your life rather than consumes it.


One of the concepts in this book that resonated most deeply with me is the “Middle Zone of Success.” This is the painful plateau where you appear outwardly successful but feel inwardly trapped. Your business may be impressive, but you are overextended, overwhelmed, feeling alone, and wondering how much longer you can keep it up. I’ve seen countless women business owners wrestle with this tension. They’ve reached the milestones they dreamed of, but the personal cost has been steep: long hours, health concerns, relationship tensions, and very little time for themselves.


Nadine and Derek introduce the “Impossible Freedom Equation” as the way out. It doesn’t ask you to push harder, do more, or meditate your way through the chaos. Quite the opposite. It offers a new way of thinking about leadership, one that begins with facing the truth. While reaching your current level of success has taken tremendous dedication, the way you’re leading is no longer sustainable. The strategies that got you here won’t get you further, and working harder will only keep you stuck.


This book gives you the blueprint to realign. To close the gap between what you say matters and how you actually spend your time. To stop carrying every burden yourself and build the kind of support that sustains growth. To create both financial growth and personal freedom, without having to make trade-offs between the two.


The stories in these pages are powerful proof of what’s possible. You’ll meet women who made brave changes, not because their businesses were failing, but because they refused to settle for business success at the cost of their own lives. These women cut their workweeks in half while doubling revenue. They stopped equating busyness with their worth and stopped feeling guilty when out of the office. They made difficult and complex decisions with precision, finally giving themselves permission to lead differently. Their results are impressive, but even more compelling is the way they describe feeling peaceful, more present, more themselves.


This book also shatters the myth that many leaders mistakenly hold: the belief that more personal freedom will come someday. After the next big project. After the next hire. After achieving the next revenue milestone. After managing the next crisis. Nadine and Derek remind us that your freedom is not something to wait for. There’s no perfect time. It’s something you choose to claim and make possible now, through intentional choices and self-leadership. Not someday. Not later. Now.


For women accustomed to giving endlessly to their businesses, teams, and families, this book’s message is both radical and deeply necessary. It reframes leadership not as self-sacrifice, but as self-alignment. It argues that investing in yourself is not indulgent. It’s strategic. You are your number one asset, and without your clarity, your energy, and your vision, nothing else can thrive.


Impossible Freedom is a lifeline, and I recommend this book wholeheartedly. If you’re holding on by a thread, if you feel trapped by your own success, if you’ve stared at your calendar and thought, I can’t keep doing this, or if you’re tired of pretending you’re okay, this book is for you. It offers not only a new way of leadership thinking, but also a proven path and practical tools rooted in purpose, alignment, and sustainable growth.


Nadine and Derek show you how to take your life back without risking all you’ve built in your business. They help you stop surviving success and start living it. They invite you to stop postponing the life you want and step fully into the life you’ve been working so hard to make possible.


This isn’t just another business book for the nightstand. It’s a must-read book about authenticity, legacy, and the kind of leadership the world, and you, need more of. Impossible Freedom isn’t a dream or a future choice—it’s a leadership decision. And it’s entirely within your reach now, not someday.


—Camille Burns


CEO, Women Presidents Organization
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Preface


By Derek Nicholson


Before we take you on the journey of this book, there’s something you need to know about my co-author, wife, co-parent, and business partner, Nadine: She’s a force of nature.


From the moment you meet her, it’s clear Nadine sees straight into your soul. Fiercely candid yet disarmingly warm, she brings fire, focus, and deep presence into every room she enters. She’s a straight shooter: direct and approachable, with pristine listening, sensing, and being. Nadine has a rare gift for blending sharp business acumen and intuitive wisdom, anchored by a protective “mama bear” instinct that makes you feel both safe and challenged in the best way. I’m in awe of how she cuts through limitations, illuminates what’s truly possible, and empowers people to actually do what they really want to do but thought they coudn’t.


Working alongside Nadine feels like sitting with Mother Earth: grounded and nurturing, yet sharp and laser-focused. As an expert in compassionate truth-telling and courageous conversations, she helps high achievers take back their time, energy, and joy by cutting through the external noise, pressure, and perceived obligations, and guiding them back to what truly matters to them. They reclaim control, alignment, and freedom to significantly improve both their business success and personal well-being. Her masterful coaching creates the conditions for radical clarity, brave decisions, strong boundaries, fearless leadership, and sustainable growth.


At sunrise you’ll often find Nadine walking, reflecting, and recharging in the forest or by the river near our home in Alberta, Canada. She’s always learning, always expanding, always pushing her own edges. Nadine is unwavering in her commitment to helping leaders, especially women, own their time, power, intuition, and vision without apology. For her, real, no-nonsense conversations and clear-eyed action always take precedence over polish or perfection. Nadine is truly a powerhouse.


Together, Nadine and I co-founded Ascend Leadership Co., where we help women founders and CEOs leading seven- to nine-figure businesses drive extraordinary business and financial growth without compromising what matters most to them personally. Through transformational executive leadership coaching and bold strategy, we guide and empower leaders to redefine and create success on their own terms with confidence and profound connection to their own inner wisdom. Our goal is to help you achieve what too many overwhelmed leaders think is impossible today: a business that grows and scales in a way that fuels, rather than consumes, your personal freedom, enabling you to live a fulfilling, joyful life aligned with your true values and priorities. Because real life isn’t something to put off for “someday.” Life is now, and you deserve to live it fully.


We call this approach to business and life ascending to Impossible Freedom™, meaning you’re feeling fully lit up in business and life—and driving more financial growth at the same time. The paradox of Impossible Freedom is both radical and natural. Ambitious and easeful. Deeply personal and undeniably strategic. And our own path to Impossible Freedom mirrors how this book came to be.


In 2017 Nadine was running her own leadership development business for entrepreneurs, while I worked in corporate consulting, specializing in leadership coaching and organizational development in the oil and gas and healthcare industries. Her business had grown to the point that it could support our family financially. After years of pushing hard in high-pressure roles, I finally had the chance to pause and take a sabbatical. I embraced the opportunity to be a stay-at-home dad and volunteer at our son Keane’s school. But as time went on, I started to feel restless.


One afternoon I found myself standing in our kitchen, the dishwasher freshly emptied—again. I turned to Nadine. “I can only empty the dishwasher so many times,” I told her honestly. “I know you appreciate what I do at home, but I miss the feeling of healthy competition at work, of making a difference in a business setting, and just hearing a ‘thank-you’ from colleagues.”


As I explored what might come next for me, I began meeting colleagues for coffee. Those conversations reignited a spark I hadn’t felt in a while. I noticed how animated I became when talking shop, and I could see that my network still valued my skills and experience. Meanwhile, Nadine watched all this unfold, and while she supported my happiness, she later admitted feeling a twinge of envy as others tried to recruit me for their ventures.


When a friend offered me a partner position to help grow his corporate leadership consulting business, Nadine asked a question that stopped me in my tracks. “What would it be like for you to join me and put your energy, skills, and expertise into growing my business?”


We had never seriously considered working together before, so the idea felt new and a bit daunting. I needed time to think through what this move would mean for my career, my sense of purpose, our marriage, and our family. We both weighed the options carefully. In the end, we decided to join forces in business.


At the time, Nadine’s business was called MeJane, a name that played on “Me, Tarzan” and “You, Jane,” helping women entrepreneurs embrace their ambition, tap into their Natural Genius™, and invent bigger possibilities for themselves. But as we began planning how to work side by side, it became clear that the business needed to evolve from “hers” into something that felt like “ours.”


To do that, we began the strategic branding work of transforming MeJane into what would become Ascend Leadership Co. The process reminded me of an experience from early in our marriage, when we both owned our own homes. Before we wed, Nadine moved into my house but kept hers as a rental. After a year of living together, Nadine shared that she wanted us to find a new place, somewhere we chose as a couple that belonged to both of us equally, right from the start. I agreed. We sold my house, kept Nadine’s house as a rental, and bought a new home for us together.


Co-founding Ascend Leadership Co. was much the same. We wanted to build something that reflected both of us from the ground up. The jungle imagery of MeJane gave way to the Three Sisters Mountains, our new nature totem, symbolizing our home in the Canadian Rockies and our shared vision of leadership and life as a journey upward. Instead of walking parallel paths, we were building something together, learning to rely on each other in new ways and forging a shared future of Impossible Freedom.


Just as Ascend Leadership Co. evolved from Nadine’s solo venture into something we co-created and co-owned, Nadine was originally going to write this book alone. After all, she had always been the main spokesperson for the business, championing it and our mission publicly. But over time, as we worked together with clients and defined our individual leadership lanes (Nadine as the Time Architect, helping high achievers reclaim and redesign their time, and me as the Team Architect, helping them build united teams), we realized something important: Our greatest value to the people we serve comes not from working separately, but from bringing our unique perspectives and expertise together. Our clients tell us time and again that it’s the combination of Nadine’s unapologetic clarity and my steady presence that helps them create lasting, sustainable change. We knew the same would be true for our readers.


That’s why this book represents both our voices and lived experiences. By writing it together, we share the depth, insight, and practical tools that have transformed our clients’ lives and businesses. Our hope is that the lessons we’ve learned about aligning your time, strengthening your team, and making braver leadership decisions rooted in self-trust will empower you to climb out of the Middle Zone of Success™, that deceptive plateau where your business and achievements look impressive from the outside, but behind the scenes, you feel overextended, trapped in the day-to-day, and unable to enjoy the very success you’ve built.


For me, years spent in corporate roles (while leading, coaching, and collaborating with powerhouse women) prepared me for my next chapter supporting women leaders through our work at Ascend Leadership Co. In one of my final corporate positions, I was a senior manager overseeing a 110-person home care team in healthcare, more than a hundred of whom were women. By then, I had built a deep foundation of leadership experience, particularly in healthcare and service-based environments, and I knew exactly how I wanted to lead. My approach was grounded in trust, empathy, and support. I wasn’t there to dictate; I was there to empower. My job was to remove obstacles so others could succeed.


That leadership philosophy shaped everything that followed. By focusing on one-to-one connections, job shadowing overnight shifts, and listening deeply, I helped turn a struggling team into the most successful in the hundred-thousand-employee organization—fully staffed, under budget, and a place where people wanted to work. The experience sharpened my ability to manage complexity, navigate union dynamics, and lead high-stakes conversations with clarity and care. Those years in healthcare, an industry led by and built on the contributions of women, shaped my understanding of what it really means to support, challenge, and champion others. I continue learning lessons to become an “integrated” man, confident in both my masculine and feminine energy, and fully equipped to help women founders and CEOs thrive.


One pivotal turning point early in my journey came in 2008 during a professional training program for coaches that Nadine and I enrolled in together. The first day I walked into a room full of strangers and watched in awe as many shared openly, listened generously, and supported each other with a kind of emotional honesty I had never seen before. While others leaned in, I felt myself pulling away. The vulnerability in the room made me so uncomfortable, I nearly walked out.


Up until that point, I’d spent most of my life skimming along the surface of human connection—efficient, capable, but emotionally removed. I didn’t realize how detached I’d become until I saw what real connection looked like. That moment cracked something open in me. It taught me to listen not only with my head, but with my heart. It showed me how to nurture relationships with presence, not performance. That shift didn’t just change how I lead. It changed how I parent, how I partner, and how I live.


Born from a shared calling to help others, this book distills the hard-won lessons Nadine and I have each learned as hyper-independent and high-achieving individuals committed to leading, growing, and building in true partnership. We didn’t arrive at Impossible Freedom by accident. We earned it by making difficult decisions, having uncomfortable conversations, and letting go of identities, habits, and beliefs that no longer served us. We designed our lives and business from the inside out—not because it was easy, but because we believed something better was possible.


If you’ve ever felt stretched thin by your ambition, torn between your business and your personal well-being, or wondered if there’s more, this book is for you. You’re not alone. And you don’t have to choose between achievement and alignment, impact and inner peace, success and self. You can have all of these. You can have Impossible Freedom: when you feel fully lit up in business and life—and drive more financial growth at the same time.


This is your invitation to begin.
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Introduction: The Impossible Freedom Equation


By Nadine Nicholson


I was sitting in a ballroom, clapping wholeheartedly as a group of trailblazing women were recognized for building some of the highest-growth companies in the world. The award ceremony was electric, a glittering event full of glamor, hugs, and high-wattage smiles. One after another, awards were given to the leaders of extraordinary, multimillion-dollar companies that had landed them on national lists and magazine covers. The energy in the room was buzzing with admiration, pride, and celebration.


But partway through the ceremony, something shifted inside me. As I watched the smiling faces cross the stage, I felt my throat tighten because I personally knew a different version of many of these women’s stories. I had spoken with several of the winners earlier that day and couldn’t stop thinking about what they had shared with me privately and what I also knew about leaders I met and had worked with over the years.


One leader had recently spent a night in the hospital after forgetting to change her tampon during her menstrual flow. She’d been so caught up in a day of back-to-back meetings and travel that she hadn’t noticed the danger signals her body was sending. The resulting infection could have been fatal. Her husband wasn’t just upset that she was away from home again; he was scared—scared he might actually lose her. Earlier that week, their son had asked, “Mom, are you okay? I barely see you anymore.” She admitted to working sixteen-hour days, pushing her body beyond exhaustion, worried she would die working, and not remembering the last time she spent a weekend without stepping foot in her office.


Another leader shared how she’d grown her company to over $100 million in revenue in only six years, but she hadn’t seen her elderly father in months. “I feel like I’m missing out on the last years of his life,” she said. “And for what? I don’t even have a life outside of work anymore.”


A third leader told me her team still depends on her for too much, and she wakes up each day already behind. She described days where she forgets to eat lunch, misses school pickup, and falls asleep with her laptop still open. The rare moments she does step away, like sitting on the porch with a coffee or spending time with her family, are instantly flooded with guilt that she should be working. “I can’t relax,” she said, “because I know the second I stop, everything will fall apart. And it will be my fault.”


Yet another said while she tried to balance family and business and not give up one for the other, she allowed the business to take precedence and let her marriage fall by the wayside. She’s now working to rebuild her marriage.


As applause echoed through the ballroom, I felt something rising in me: Grief. Frustration. A hollow ache in my chest.


Yes, these women deserved to be celebrated. They had founded and built remarkable businesses, created jobs, achieved explosive growth. But at what personal cost?


That question became a turning point, not a judgment.


Tears welled up in my eyes. I looked over at my husband and business partner, Derek, sitting next to me. “Are you okay?” he asked. The truth was—no, I wasn’t.


I was heartbroken and knew the truth we needed to name out loud.


Because no one in the room was talking about what I knew to be true: that behind most of those brilliant business minds and designer dresses was an untold story of personal sacrifice, stress, and suffering. These women were being honored for their hustle and for building empires, but the toll it was taking on their bodies, their relationships, their joy was going unnoticed or, worse, expected.


That night at the after-party, I pulled aside a friend who had just accepted one of the awards. I was emotional as I shared what I’d been noticing, what I was feeling. She listened, then nodded slowly and said with tears in her eyes, “Nadine, sometimes these awards feel a bit fake. Sure, I’m proud of my company’s growth. But I’m literally killing myself doing it.”


We stood there, in the middle of the music and the champagne and the congratulations, and my heart hurt again because her story wasn’t an exception; it was the norm.


These women—these incredibly capable, passionate, successful women—were being publicly celebrated for business achievements that were privately burning them out. They were getting the growth, the numbers, the press, but not the freedom they thought success would bring.


In fact, their freedom had slipped out of reach. It wasn’t gone but hidden beneath the way they were leading.


And I understood it. In many respects, I’d been where they were. I knew the highs of achievement and external validation. It’s a thrill being seen, celebrated, and rewarded for pushing hard and delivering results. In my early career, I chased those moments relentlessly, and I was proud of the accolades I earned. They felt like proof that I was doing something right, that I mattered. But beneath the polished surface, I was running on empty. I had been operating from a belief that the path to success required constant trade-offs: long hours, constant availability, sidelined relationships, and a body I treated like a machine. I told myself it was temporary, that the payoff would be worth it. Then I began to see the cost and the possibility of leading differently.


In the weeks after the award ceremony, I reached out to a few more women I had met there. They shared story after story of how they were “crushing it” on paper but crumbling behind the scenes. Some were on the brink of collapse, others already past it. One told me her husband was ill, and she wanted to spend more time at home to be there for him. “I know I need your help to make changes,” she said, “but I’ve got to get through this next business deal first.” I hear women postpone making changes like this. They know they want to hire me and Derek to help them, but they put off facing what they know they need to face, usually because they’re afraid to do so. They’re also more accustomed to prioritizing their businesses over themselves.


This made me think about Pamela Prince-Eason, the CEO of the Women’s Business Enterprise National Council (WBENC) and one of the most influential women in the US business world. She had recently delivered a keynote to thousands at her national conference. Just days later she sadly and unexpectedly passed way. Suddenly she was gone.


The tributes flooded in: “So sad.” “So sudden.” “Life is short.”


Yes. Life is short.


I mention Pamela’s sudden passing because I know many women leaders keep postponing the life they say they want for one more quarter, one more acquisition, one more milestone. They keep telling themselves things will get better, and they’ll have a chance to breathe later.


But what if later never comes?


Later isn’t the answer. Alignment is, and it can start now.


That event in the ballroom changed something in me. I knew that even though I had been standing for women business owners’ freedom since 2009, I needed to get louder. I had to tell people the truth—and the alternative: The way entrepreneurs have been taught to chase business success costs too much personally. At Ascend Leadership Co., Derek and I had built a proven model that returns women’s freedom while they grow. We know women can lead radically differently—and without all the personal sacrifice.


The Problem: The Middle Zone Is Costing You the Life You Deserve


If the stories I’ve just shared feel painfully familiar, you’re not alone. Seeing yourself here is not a failure; it’s a doorway. Awareness is the first step out.


I’ve spent two decades coaching powerhouse women who, like the leaders I met at that award ceremony, are outwardly successful but inwardly depleted. Before we started working together, they built impressive companies, earned accolades, and scaled to heights they once only imagined. And yet, the deeper truth—what surfaces in private conversations and vulnerable moments—is that they were deeply exhausted. They felt trapped in a cycle of constant over-functioning, unsure how to fix it without everything they worked so hard for falling apart.


This is what we call the Middle Zone of Success or Middle Zone™ for short. The Middle Zone is a sign of success because it took you a lot of effort, perseverance, and courage to get there. But it’s also a plateau where your business looks impressive from the outside but costs you too much personally on the inside. It’s the hidden trap of success without freedom. The frustrating space between the visible success you’ve built and the personal freedom you deeply crave. A plateau filled with overwork, time guilt, and decision fatigue. While you have an impressive business, you’re weighted down by an overloaded calendar, too much responsibility, little time for your own life, and no clear path to lead differently. If you recognize this, you’re already at the inflection point.


You’re working harder than ever but with diminishing returns. Every decision feels weighty. Every next step demands more of you. And despite all the productivity hacks and leadership strategies you’ve tried, nothing seems to create real breathing room. Business is like climbing a mountain, and it’s harder in the Middle Zone. The strategies that got you here will only keep you here.


You might find yourself living in a state of constant reactivity: putting out fires, fielding too many team questions, saying yes when you want to say no, and grinding through late nights just to stay on top of it all. You might even feel disconnected from, or even resentful of, the very business you once loved. And when you do try to rest or step back, guilt creeps in, convincing you that stepping back will come at a cost you can’t afford.


Sometimes the Middle Zone shows up in less obvious ways. Just before Derek and I started writing this book, our family took a long-anticipated trip to Mexico. After experiencing an injury and gaining some weight, I had set a clear intention: to lose the weight and feel strong, healthy, and comfortable in my body. I wanted to show up fully for the vacation and for the season ahead, which was full of exciting client work, public speaking, and book writing. Competing priorities kept winning. I arrived in Mexico at my highest weight ever and felt a deep sense of disappointment. What stung wasn’t just how I felt in my body. It was the fact that I had broken a promise to myself.


That fracture in self-trust rippled through both my business and life. For a few months, I found myself holding back. I avoided visibility, second-guessed myself, and showed up to high-stakes opportunities already feeling small. And the impact ran deeper than health or body image. At its core, it was about integrity. And integrity, which means doing what I say I will do, is my number one core value. If I couldn’t trust myself to follow through on what mattered to me personally, how could I fully lead with conviction professionally?


That wake-up call was a whisper, one that motivated me to finally lose the weight over the months that followed. The good news is a whisper can be enough to reset your course, and that’s the thing about the Middle Zone. It doesn’t always roar. Sometimes it whispers, pulling you slightly off course until you wake up one day and barely recognize the way you’re living.


That way of living is not sustainable.


Over time it chips away at your energy, your health, your confidence, your creativity. Your life. You tell yourself you should feel grateful, and part of you does. But another part is quietly grieving the missed moments, the dreams put on hold, the deep knowing that something isn’t right.


This problem is personal for me. I’ve listened deeply to women just like you. I’ve heard your frustration, guilt, and shame as you try to explain, sometimes even to yourself, why the life you’ve worked so hard to create doesn’t feel the way you thought it would. I’ve seen how smart, capable leaders buy into the false belief that endless hustle is a badge of honor. That sacrifice is the price of greatness. That slowing down is indulgent and investing in yourself selfish. Naming the pattern is how you begin to reclaim your power.
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