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To Mom and Dad











. . . and there was a new voice,


which you slowly


recognized as your own,


that kept you company


as you strode deeper and deeper


into the world,


determined to do


the only thing you could do—


—Mary Oliver, “The Journey”













Introduction


I never expected to be writing a book like this. Then again, there’s a lot that’s happened in my life over the last few years that I didn’t see coming.


I’m writing this at a moment of transition: a moment when one chapter has come to a close but the next has not yet begun. During this time, I’ve been reflecting on how we stay true to ourselves in seasons of great change and how to move forward when the ground beneath us is shifting.


You don’t get to be my age without navigating all kinds of transitions. Some you anticipated and some you never expected. Some you embraced and some you resisted. Some you hoped for and some you fought as hard as you could.


Maybe you picked up this book because you are going through a moment of transition yourself. Maybe you picked it up because someone you love is. Either way, such a time is coming. No matter who you are—man or woman, young or old—change is inevitable. The good news, though, which I have seen again and again, is that these moments of transition can be important opportunities for discovery and growth—in part because they demand often difficult, but ultimately incredibly valuable, inner work.


I’ve organized this book around transitions that were formative in my life. I write about leaving home for college. Becoming a parent. Losing one of my best friends to cancer. Ending my marriage. Leaving the Gates Foundation to start a new chapter in my philanthropy. Forming rituals and traditions with my family and friends. Turning sixty.


I recognize that there is much that is unique about my circumstances. I’ve benefited from a tremendous amount of privilege, and there’s no question that has insulated me from some of life’s hardships in ways that have limited my perspective.


Still, though, I believe that there are many aspects of the human experience that are universal. All of us want to feel a sense of ownership over our lives and our stories. All of us want to make meaning of the events we live through—the bitter and the sweet. All of us long for connection and the chance to be fully known.


Often when I’ve found myself in unfamiliar waters, I have reached across time and space to find something to buoy me in words written by someone else, sometimes someone who lived and died before I was born, someone with whom I have nothing obvious in common. In those moments, I am glad that these people took the time to write about the things that mattered to them.


One of the people whose work I have turned to is a poet named David Whyte. In the poem “What to Remember When Waking,” he writes,


In that first


hardly noticed


moment


in which you wake,


coming back


to this life


from the other


more secret,


moveable


and frighteningly


honest


world


where everything


began,


there is a small


opening


into the day


that closes


the moment


you begin


your plans.


That poem has been on my mind a lot lately because it speaks to an important truth about transitions: The real work starts the next day. The next day—when the graduation confetti has been swept up or the wedding favors have been handed out or the movers have departed, leaving you in a sea of cardboard boxes—is when a transition truly begins. Because the next day is when we begin to make choices, sometimes unconsciously, about how we’ll respond to change, what we’ll carry forward and what we’ll leave behind. The next day is when we start to form the next version of ourselves.


Another important truth about transitions is that they are usually easier to navigate together than alone. When you’re traveling across the in-between spaces, it helps to have company. I am so honored that, by picking up this book, you have invited me to be part of your journey.


The David Whyte poem I love so much ends with a question:


What shape


waits in the seed of you


to grow and spread


its branches


against a future sky?


Is it waiting


in the fertile sea?


In the trees


beyond the house?


In the life


you can imagine


for yourself?


In the open


and lovely


white page


on the waiting desk?


As I approached my sixtieth birthday, I decided to begin filling the white pages before me with tributes to the people and ideas that have helped me through the transitions that have defined me. I like to think of others finding something in here that is helpful to them, too. Next time you find yourself facing the unknown, I hope you’ll be able to open this book to any chapter and feel a little more secure in the wake of uncertainty, a little more confident in your potential to adapt and evolve, and a little more convinced that your next day can be a place of extraordinary possibility.










Chapter One


Find Your Small Wave
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As a fourth grader in Dallas, Texas, I had the chance to learn a lesson from my father that has stayed with me all my life.


The elementary school I attended at the time was run by Catholic priests and had a strict dress code with lots of rules, especially for girls. If, for example, you came in wearing a skirt the priests thought was too short, you’d be called into the office, where the principal, a nun, would take out a tape measure to check.


This day, though, the priests conducted a spot check of a different kind. They marched into my classroom and ordered all the girls to stop what we were doing and put our hands flat on the table so they could inspect our fingernails for nail polish, another dress code violation.


As I sat there with my hands splayed, I was glad that the translucent pink polish I was wearing was so light it was almost invisible. I wasn’t the kind of student who got in trouble at school, and I had no desire to be singled out.


I don’t remember exactly why I happened to have nail polish on that day, but my guess, ironically enough, is that I’d put it on to look nice for church (which, in Dallas, was a real dressing-up occasion). Whatever the reason I’d polished my nails, I’m sure it never occurred to me as I did that I was breaking school rules. This was no intentional act of rebellion. Plus, it was so subtle that even as the priest made his rounds inspecting our hands, I was pretty sure he wasn’t going to notice.


I was wrong. And, in a heartbeat, I was pulled out of my chair and dispatched to the principal’s office, where I sat in a row with the other violators while the principal called our mothers (certainly not our fathers) to demand they come to the school with nail polish remover. Yes, right now.


I’m sure my very busy mother was annoyed to be summoned like that. There’s no way she didn’t roll her eyes when she got the call. She hopped in the car, though, and when she arrived at school, my two little brothers in tow, she was as pleasant as ever to the principal—even if I could tell by the squeeze she gave me that she was really on my side in the matter.


My father, on the other hand, was incensed when he heard what had happened. It would have been one thing if someone had noticed my nail polish and sent me home with a note saying it needed to be removed. That he would’ve been fine with. But he couldn’t believe that the priest had embarrassed the girls in my class that way and then been so disrespectful of our mothers’ time on top of it. He was offended both on my behalf and on behalf of my mom, who had many more important things to do that day than rush over to attend to my fingernails. So he sat me down and let me know that I shouldn’t feel bad about what had happened at school—that it was the priests who were in the wrong.


I knew this wasn’t something he said lightly. Both my parents were, and still are, deeply devout Catholics. They sent my siblings and me to Catholic school and took us to mass every Sunday and often during the week as well.


But as large as the church loomed in our lives, my parents were always willing to speak out against injustices they saw at our local parish, even if that meant taking on the priests. (One of their disagreements—regarding the priests’ refusal to implement the reforms of Vatican II despite the parishioners’ wishes—led to my mom typing up a petition and my dad collecting hundreds of signatures for it.)


I might have expected my dad to think a fuss about nail polish was some silly feminine thing he didn’t need to get involved in. That’s exactly why his reaction was so meaningful. He made clear to me that the way the priests treated my mother and me that day was intended to diminish us, to make us feel small and unserious, to reinforce a power hierarchy that placed us at the bottom.


But my father refused to see my mother and me that way, and in doing so, he taught me not to see myself that way either.
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My dad, Ray French, is a retired aerospace engineer who worked on the Apollo project, an accomplishment that thrilled (and frankly surprised) his parents. His dad—my grandfather—owned a machine shop that just about kept the family afloat, but while his folks knew they had a brilliant son in Ray, who was already creating award-winning automotive designs in high school, they didn’t have the money to send him to college. So, as family lore goes, the fall after high school, his parents put him on the train to Atlanta to attend Georgia Tech with only his paper route earnings and a jar of peanut butter to his name. Dad worked his way through college—covering his own tuition and expenses—and still managed to do well enough to earn a scholarship to Stanford, where he graduated with a master’s degree in mechanical engineering.


My mom, Elaine, on the other hand, never had the opportunity to attend college. She and my dad met young and married young, and she supported him through graduate school with her job at a bottled water company before stepping out of the workforce to stay home with the four of us kids, whose daily needs she attended to largely by herself. It wasn’t that my dad wasn’t involved—he pitched in where and when he could—but he had a huge job and worked constantly, often sleeping on his office couch.


For all I knew, that was how every family operated. The TV shows I watched as a young girl—shows like Little House on the Prairie and Leave It to Beaver—all reinforced that model. While the men had lives and careers that took them out into the big wide world each day, the women were first and foremost mothers, expected to stay home to take care of everybody else. Most of the families I saw in real life had a similar setup. In Dallas in the seventies, I didn’t know a lot of women who had careers or worked outside the home at all—unless you counted my teachers at school (many of whom were nuns!).


I’d always known that I wanted to be a mother—and that I wanted to be an excellent mother like my own. But I also wanted to be like my father, who went to work each day helping to propel giant leaps for mankind. We all took such pride in his work. One of my dad’s good friends was also an Apollo engineer, and anytime there was a rocket launch, our family would all pile in the car and head to his house to watch it with his family. It was thrilling to know that two of the men sitting in the room with us had had a hand in bringing humanity to such an important moment. I dreamed of having my own career doing something that would matter to the world and create new possibilities for the future.


That said, I just didn’t have many examples of women who had both a career and family. For a while, the closest thing I had to a role model was Alexis Carrington Colby, the ruthless character on Dynasty whom TV Guide once ranked the seventh-nastiest villain in television history. Sure, Alexis was pretty despicable—but she was also one of the first depictions I saw in popular culture of a mother who also had a career outside the home that involved making decisions and controlling resources. It took a certain kind of woman to thrive in the rough-and-tumble oil industry, and even if Alexis’s antics didn’t always appeal to me, her ambition and drive did.


My parents had long recognized my own ambitions and were intentional about supporting them. My mother told me constantly that I could be anyone I wanted to be. “Set your own agenda or someone else will set it for you” was one of her mantras, and the answer I still give when people ask me about the best advice I’ve ever received.


Meanwhile, Dad helped me find a channel for those ambitions when, long before most people had personal computers at home, he purchased an Apple III computer as a gift to my sister and me and encouraged us to learn how to code. (He was aided in this endeavor by my math teacher Mrs. Bauer, who convinced our principal to buy five computers for the school and then studied computer science at night so she could teach us how to use them.) My father wanted us to believe, as he did, that my sister and I were every bit as capable of mastering this piece of cutting-edge technology as his colleagues at work.


Many years before terms like gender equality or diversity entered the corporate lexicon, my father noticed that anytime he was on a team that included a woman mathematician, that team was stronger and better for her contributions. That’s why he made a special point of recruiting women to all the teams he managed. He introduced me to some of those women, which was enough for my dreams of a career in tech to start to take form.


In 2016, a wonderful movie called Hidden Figures told the story of three Black women at NASA who battled racism and sexism to play crucial roles in launching astronaut John Glenn, the first American in space, into his historic orbit. But back when I was growing up, stories of women like them were still mostly . . . well, hidden. Girls like me—and even more so, girls of color—didn’t have a lot of female role models in science to emulate. I was lucky that my father was so intentional about introducing me to women who could help expand my sense of possibility for myself.


He did that for me in other ways, too, especially in my teenage years. Once, on a Sunday afternoon drive as a family, we passed a business park that housed a local branch of IBM. “You should tape your résumé on the door,” my dad told me. “They’d be stupid not to hire you.” He never missed a chance to help me see myself and my future through his eyes.


Even if he was my dad, it meant a lot to get a compliment like that from someone who had personally been part of something as dazzling as the Apollo missions. His faith in me gave me faith in myself. The truth is, without him, I would never have gone on to a career in computer science. In fact, I doubt I would have made it past the very first in a long series of hurdles standing between me and that career. The first major transition I ever made—leaving home and starting college—proved to be more difficult than I had expected. And when I fell into a crisis of confidence in my first semester, his confidence proved far more valuable than I could have possibly imagined.
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Because my father’s university degrees changed his life—and probably also because my mother never had the chance to pursue a degree of her own—both my parents were dead set on sending all four of their children to college. Even as busy as they were with my dad’s demanding job and my mother’s many responsibilities to our big family, they somehow found the energy to set up a residential real estate investment business to save up for our tuition. Money was tight during those years (there were even a few semesters when my parents went into credit card debt to cover our schooling), but they were committed to this goal and expected us to be committed to it as well.


Like a lot of girls who went to Catholic high schools, I initially assumed I would wind up at a Catholic university like Notre Dame. But in the spring of my senior year, I visited Duke University in Durham, North Carolina, and absolutely fell in love with the place. It wasn’t just the beauty of the campus—it was the gleam of Duke’s state-of-the-art computer lab. To me, that lab seemed like a portal into the life I wanted. It had technology that simply didn’t exist on most other college campuses at the time. This, I thought, was exactly the kind of education that could set me up for the kind of career I dreamed of—one doing work that would change the world.


In August of 1982, I left Dallas, moved into an all-girls dorm on Duke’s campus, and declared myself a computer science major. I was eager, excited, and (I thought) totally prepared. I’d loved high school, but by the time I reached senior year, I was ready to be done—ready to graduate, ready to leave home, ready for the next challenge to begin. I jumped into the transition with both feet and no doubts, arriving on campus with the Olympia B12 portable typewriter my parents had given me for graduation—a technological marvel, weighing in at just fifteen pounds! (Our family had come a long way from my dad’s jar of peanut butter.)


But things did not get off to an easy start. I still remember my first computer science class, taught by the head of the department. I’d met him while touring the school, and he’d seemed so nice. In the lecture hall, though, he spoke in a brusque monotone. And worse, despite the fact that I’d sailed through the computer science classes I’d taken in high school, I had no idea what he was talking about. I’d learned to program in BASIC. He was using Pascal. We literally spoke different languages.


The academic difficulties were just part of the problem. I was also experiencing culture shock. I was coming from an all-girls classroom where you raised your hand before you spoke, every single time. Suddenly, I was surrounded by these brash, arrogant guys who just shouted out the answers. I wondered how I was ever going to make my voice heard.


This was all a major adjustment for me. In high school, I’d been at the top of my class and captain of the drill team. At night, I’d gone home to a warm and loving home. Here at Duke, I was just another struggling student, and “home” was now an old dorm filled with cigarette smoke (all the other girls had taken up smoking freshman year) where everyone crowded around a TV that incessantly played soap operas.


During long, anxious nights, I would walk back and forth between the library and the dining hall or sit at my desk listening to the unfamiliar voices bouncing off the walls of the dorm, thinking about my friends from high school who’d gone to college closer to home and wondering if I’d simply aimed too high. The first time I saw Duke’s computer lab, it made me feel like anything was possible. Now, I wasn’t sure if there was a place for me in it at all.


Looking back now—and having sent three kids off to college myself—I recognize that just about every college freshman has moments when they feel like a fish out of water. I didn’t have that perspective yet, though. At the time, it felt like a problem that was specific to me.


If I’d packed up and gone home, transferred schools, and scrapped my plans, there is no question that my life would have been completely different. But the good news is that even at my lowest lows, I never seriously considered giving up. I still managed to trust that I was the kind of person a place like IBM would one day want to hire. And that’s because my father had sent me to college with a gift more valuable than any typewriter: a belief in my own potential.
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There’s a parable from the spiritual teacher Ram Dass that I often think about in times of transition, one that certainly would have been helpful to me that semester.


The story begins with two waves traveling together through the ocean: one big and the other small.


As they get closer to land, the big one sees what’s about to happen. One after another, the waves ahead of them are crashing into the shore—their force dissipating, their height collapsing, their imposing shape dissolving into foam. Devastated, the big wave tells the small one what is about to happen, warning in a grave voice that the end is near.


The small wave receives this warning with incredible equanimity. “Don’t worry,” it says. “We’ll be fine.”


“You don’t understand,” the tall wave insists. “This is it. We’re done for.”


The small wave is unmoved. “No,” it says, “we’re not. And I can explain why in just six words: You’re not a wave. You’re water.”


The story of the two waves is a story about possibilities. But equally as important, it’s a story about the power of perspective.


As the two waves approach the shore, the tall wave can perceive what lies ahead only as a brutal ending. The small wave, though, can see the bigger picture. It understands that waves are just temporary manifestations of water’s deeper, truer identity. And that understanding helps the small wave reconceptualize its collision with the shore. Instead of an ending, the collision marks a new beginning.


That’s the role my father has always played for me. He is my small wave. While it took me some time to see a place for myself among the ambitious, confident young men at Duke, my dad had seen me as a future scientist or mathematician since before I’d ever stepped foot on campus. His perspective made it possible for me to power through—to remind myself that no one was born knowing Pascal and that doing big work meant doing hard work.


So I persevered. I mastered Pascal. I learned all about chips and chipsets. I joined a sorority and made some good friends. In the end, I not only finished my degree but added an MBA. All because I was lucky enough to have Dad’s voice in my head reminding me of who he believed I already was and who he was confident I could become.
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Because my father played that small wave role for me in life, I’m always drawn to stories of other women—especially other women who work as advocates for women and girls—whose fathers played a similar role for them. Maybe that’s why I have a special place in my heart for a man named Ziauddin Yousafzai.


As Ziauddin once said in a TED Talk, “In many patriarchal societies and tribal societies, fathers are usually known by their sons, but I’m one of the few fathers who is known by his daughter.” His daughter, of course, being Malala, the world-famous activist for girls’ education.


When Malala was a girl growing up in Pakistan’s Swat Valley, the Pakistani Taliban took control of the region. Among the many other things the extremists banned—from owning a television to playing music—they declared that girls could no longer go to school. This was a heartbreaking turn of events for a curious student like Malala. But Ziauddin, who ran a girls’ school in their village, refused to stop teaching. And in an incredible act of courage, Malala refused to stop learning and became an advocate for girls’ education. She was only eleven years old when she started writing a blog for the BBC to let the world know what was happening in Swat Valley—and what a catastrophic waste it was to throw away the potential of girls like her.


On October 9, 2012, Malala’s life changed forever. Two Taliban gunmen boarded the bus she was riding with her classmates, demanded to know which girl was Malala, and shot her in the head and neck. The Taliban wanted to silence her, but they failed spectacularly. Malala survived, and as she recovered, her crusade for girls’ education not only endured; it intensified. In 2014, she became the youngest person ever to be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.


While you likely know Malala’s story, you may not know her father’s. Ziauddin grew up in the Pashtun Muslim tradition, in a remote region where marriages are usually arranged and local customs and norms place many restrictions on women’s lives. Yet as a teacher and a father, Ziauddin strongly believed in treating girls equally. In a community that doesn’t generally celebrate the arrival of daughters, he doted on Malala from the moment she was born, naming her after a Pashtun folk heroine, Malalai of Maiwand, a woman warrior who led Pashtun forces in battle.


In Let Her Fly, his book about his relationship with his daughter, Ziauddin wrote that he didn’t even know what a feminist was until his family moved to the United Kingdom after the attempt on Malala’s life. Still, he’d always understood that being the father of a young girl gave him a special opportunity—and a special responsibility—to be a force for change, for his daughter and others like her. “Women’s voices are the most important in feminism,” he later wrote in an op-ed for Time magazine in 2019. “But in patriarchal societies, a father’s voice is perhaps the next most important tool to galvanize change.”


I’ve gotten to know Malala through my work on gender equality. There’s no question that she considers herself fortunate to have been raised by a man who saw potential in her that others could not. “It was not that my father would give long lectures or advice to me every day,” Malala wrote in the foreword to Let Her Fly. “It was rather that his manners, his dedication to social change, his honesty, his openness, his vision, and his behavior had a big influence on me.”


I love to think of all the fathers, all over the world, who have heard Malala’s story and resolved to do for their daughters what Ziauddin did for her.
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In January of 2019, my dad turned eighty. Our family came together to celebrate. The theme of the evening, in keeping with his many years of supporting the Apollo program, was “Fly Me to the Moon.” Miniature astronaut figures were scattered around, and vases in the shape of the Apollo spacecraft decorated the tables.


That night, I watched my dad standing ramrod straight in his blue dress shirt as he greeted my siblings and our families at the door. Later in the evening, he scooped my mom up in his arms to take a picture—something he’s been doing at family events for more than half a century. I smiled as I listened to him reflect on his life, going through each decade and calling out important moments like entering model cars into competitions in high school, attending the Seattle World’s Fair, working on the design of the space shuttle and the International Space Station (still orbiting the Earth), and watching his children grow up and launch lives of their own.


When we held hands to say grace together before dinner, we all went around and shared one thing about my dad we’re thankful for. Picking just one was hard, but if I’d tried to list them all, the food would have been ice-cold by the time we started eating. I hope, though, that I’ve let him know in other ways how much gratitude I have for all he’s done for me, from standing up for me in fourth grade, to buying that computer for my sister and me, to the ways he showed up later in my life, when things grew more complicated (like the time I was in a relationship in college that he knew I needed to get out of, and he found subtle, persistent ways to make sure I knew I deserved better).


That’s why, as much as I loved the “Fly Me to the Moon” theme, it was fitting, too, that the celebration took place not in landlocked Dallas, Texas, but at a family home near San Diego—just a few miles away from the coast. While we celebrated in the house—toasting, singing, taking photos, eating good food—somewhere in the near distance, the surf pounded against the beach. One after another, the waves rolled over the sand and then receded, big waves and small waves alike, each making their own unmistakable impact upon the shore.
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