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Mom and Dad

Life is an adventure or nothing at all.

Thank you for giving me the love to support such an extraordinary adventure.



Chris

This has been a year with the highest highs and the lowest lows.

The one constant is my love for you.



Beatrice, Henry, and Eloise

My brave, strong, beautiful children.

You are my everything. I love you so much.



Charles, Andrew, and Hilary

Thank you for watching out for me, watching over me, and trying to keep my feet on the ground. You are the best siblings in the world.






INTRODUCTION CLAIM YOUR CONFIDENCE


Want to know a secret? You already have everything it takes to be confident. Every single thing you need is already inside you. It’s time for you to claim that confidence and believe you have what it takes to live life on your terms. A life in which you value your own opinions over those around you. A life you live for you and no one else. The life that you deserve.

Today is the day you begin to build up your resilience, positivity, and fortitude and prepare yourself for that life, confident you are ready for anything that comes your way.

Maybe there was a time when you felt more confident than you do now. You could stride into a room or try something new without fear of being wrong. But these have been unusual times and difficult years, and somewhere in the ups and downs of life you may have forgotten what it feels like to be confident. Your confidence might be buried so deep you stopped listening to your own voice. Instead, you find yourself seeking answers from others, asking people what you should do with your life, and listening as if you haven’t had the answers all along.

Maybe you’ve listened to other people for so long you don’t remember you are the only one whose opinion matters. Or maybe you need someone to hold a mirror in front of you that reflects what deep down you already know: You have what it takes to walk into any room and believe that you are meant to be there. No matter your age—young, old, or somewhere in between—you still have time to grow, evolve, and act every single day to make sure that you are never in a place where others are in control of the narrative of your story.

That’s not to say that claiming your confidence is easy. There may be challenges along the way that blindside you and shake you to the core. And over the course of your life, there will be unforeseen events that might make you feel like the entire world is against you. But the lessons you learn in this book will prepare you for those moments and give you the road map you need to stay strong. When the unexpected happens, when you are challenged in a way that makes you feel like you can’t go on, you will have built layer upon layer of resilience during the times when the stakes are low so that you have the strength to overcome even the most difficult times.

When life is uncomfortable or hard, when you are scared and want to run from an experience, moving through it and trusting yourself will change you and make you believe in yourself. Everything you live through prepares you to handle something bigger, to become more resilient. If you have claimed your confidence and believe in yourself, you will be fine no matter what happens. And in many cases, you will come back stronger.

How do I know? Because I have spent the last twenty years of my life standing onstage as an auctioneer in front of thousands of people raising money for nonprofits around the world. It has taught me to push myself out of my comfort zone time and time again, to face my fears head-on, get comfortable with the uncomfortable, and shed my imposter syndrome. Each time my confidence was challenged, I learned to dig deeper and trust that I was strong enough to handle it, even when I feared I couldn’t. Most importantly, it taught me to never give up, but to pivot and try again. And because of this, when I was tested in a way that I could have never foreseen, I was able to come back even stronger than before. This is what I want for you.

You thought you were opening this book to find a secret recipe for confidence. The secret is that there is no secret. You already have what it takes to be confident, but you have to believe it, too. It’s time to close the door on your fears, insecurities, and everything that holds you back. It doesn’t matter if you want to be the CEO of a company, the CEO of your family, or the CEO of a dream that only you can see. You will own every part of your story and live the life that you want.

This is your life, and your life story to write.

It’s time to go all in.

Claim your confidence. It’s time to go after the life you want.






1 THE TEFLON SHIELD


The bump of the wheels hitting the runway jolted me awake. Touch down San Francisco. April 2019. Two weeks after the launch of my first book, The Most Powerful Woman in the Room Is You.

As we taxied to the jet bridge, I reflected on the craziness of the past few weeks. They had been, in a word, a blur. The days and nights ran together into a never-ending loop as I juggled time with the kids, my job, and book signings. The pace had been dizzying, but the exhilaration outweighed the exhaustion.

Two weeks prior, on a beautiful April evening, I had sat alongside my family, friends, and colleagues at a dinner celebrating the launch of my book. I felt like I was living in a dream as I looked out at the iconic Rockefeller Center building across the street. The ride home from my book party felt like the most New York moment of all New York moments, and the words of Frank Sinatra floated through my head: “If I can make it there, I’ll make it anywhere…” This was my “made it” moment.

Now, as I got off the plane, I could feel the adrenaline coursing through my veins. I was buzzing with excitement as if I had finished three cups of coffee instead of just waking up from a cat nap. I pulled my bag out of the overhead compartment on the plane and walked quickly through the airport, excited to be in one of my favorite cities and for the events of the next few days. As I passed a Hudson News bookseller, a flash of hot pink caught my eye. The Most Powerful Woman in the Room Is You was prominently displayed next to the cash register. My book! In the wild! In a major international airport! I couldn’t believe it. How many times had I walked by newsstands in airports around the world and paused to peruse the books section?

I rushed over to the cashier and excitedly told him that it was my book on the counter next to him. He couldn’t have been nicer—he immediately told all the women working in the store that it was my book, and each of them posed for pictures with me. He even let me sign the copies next to the register. I stood in the back of the store for a few minutes waiting to see if anyone purchased one, but everyone seemed to be going in and out so quickly they barely gave it a glance. In a sales situation like this you have two choices:


	You can feel dismayed that no one is picking up your book or whatever you have created,



or—and this I highly recommend—


	
See it as a challenge. A room full of sales potential. Remember that no one will ever sell something that you created as well as you. If it is yours, take every single opportunity to promote, sell, and tell everyone about it. Lose the embarrassment. You created it. You need to tell everyone why they should buy it.



Never one to miss an opportunity to sell anything, I announced loudly to everyone in the store that I was the author of the book on the counter and would be happy to personalize it if anyone needed a gift. An older gentleman who was purchasing a bottle of water bought a copy for his granddaughter. I told him he should read it too. I couldn’t contain my excitement. One more sale than I had when I walked into the store. Watch out, Danielle Steel!

San Francisco was the second leg of my book tour after New York, and I wanted to bring as much energy to the West Coast as I had to the East Coast. I was in town for three days, eager to take advantage of every offer to talk about my book. A couple of months before the book was published, I emailed everyone who offered to host something, along with anyone I knew in San Francisco. The email was short: Could anyone connect me with an opportunity to speak about the book in a large setting? By the time I finished my emails, I had plenty lined up: from an event at Twitter to a cocktail party to a book signing at the Ferry Building in downtown San Francisco.

I arrived at my friend Auburn’s house, my home away from home when I travel to the West Coast, to have a moment of downtime. The next morning was the first official stop of my San Francisco book tour; I’d have a moderated talk at a local bookstore in San Francisco with a local radio personality who happened to moonlight as a charity auctioneer. After that wrapped up, I would head to a cocktail party and book signing followed by an intimate dinner at a nearby restaurant. I had invited all my San Francisco friends to the evening event since the New York book signing events at bookstores had done well on bookstore promotion alone. It never occurred to me that I needed to invite people to the bookstore event in the middle of the day. Never one to shy away from a crowd, and always assuming a positive outcome, I just knew it would be a sold-out event. Full disclosure: my unwavering optimism helps me always see the good in any situation, but it sometimes blinds me to the good advice of others who have gone before me.

I shot out of bed early the next morning, still on East Coast time, and decided to use the extra hours to go for a run. Running has always been a necessity for me whenever traveling in and out of time zones simply because it helps me get over jet lag quickly and clears my head. By the time I returned to Auburn’s house, made a dent in my emails, and took a shower, Auburn’s family was up. We chatted excitedly about the upcoming day as Auburn quickly gave me a makeover. She’s a lawyer by trade but has secretly always wanted to be a makeup artist. As a result, I always walk out of her house looking like I’ve spent an hour with a Glamsquad team.

Feeling great despite the early wake up that morning, I slid into the Uber ready to take on the day. As I sat in traffic on the way to the book event, my thoughts were on the cocktail party and dinner that evening. I couldn’t have been more excited to see everyone and share my book on the West Coast. I could already imagine a packed event and a line of friends waiting to have their books signed. I stared out of the window at the beautiful blue sky, watching as the Golden Gate Bridge came into view at the top of one of the hills. It all felt so perfect. So very, very perfect.

Feeling a little tired of all the perky perfection? Don’t worry—this story is about to take a real U-turn.

As we drove to the Ferry Building in downtown San Francisco, Waze showed traffic building up ahead. I had left plenty of time, but as the arrival time on the app kept getting later and later, I started to feel nervous that we were going to miss the book signing. By the time we arrived only twelve minutes before the book talk started, I was frantic, practically knocking over people as I sprinted to the bookstore trying not to trip in heels. I rounded the corner to the bookstore with ten minutes to spare, pausing outside the door to catch my breath so that I didn’t look as frazzled as I felt. A trick for any situation where you feel everything is out of control: pause. Take a deep breath, exhale, take another deep breath, put your shoulders back, and put the biggest smile you can muster on your face. No one else knows how you are feeling on the inside. As long as you appear to be in control, people will assume you have it all together. Even the most confident person will tell you, sometimes you have to fake it until you make it. Or fake it until you feel like you’ve made it. And remember, no one knows that you are faking it except for you. Through the window I could see rows of chairs set up in a semicircle. The charity auctioneer/radio host was seated in one chair holding a microphone, but other than that, the chairs were empty. Well, not entirely empty. There was one young woman seated in the second row.

I glanced at my phone again. Nine minutes to go. Where were all the people? I had a sick feeling that I was in the wrong place, but that couldn’t be… The host was clearly there. Maybe I had the wrong time? Perhaps my clock was stuck on East Coast time? I checked my phone.

No. It was 12:21 PST. I was right on time.

One look at the warm, slightly embarrassed smile of the local bookstore owner holding my book gave me the answer. No one was coming.

All of a sudden, I had a fleeting memory of a conversation with another author about her book tour. Over dinner one night she was recounting one of her first book signings where only a handful of people showed up. She hated public speaking and told me, “I don’t know which is worse at a book signing—no one showing up and you just leave, or one person showing and then you still have to hold the talk.” In that moment I decided, one person. The answer is definitely one person, because you still have to give the talk. As I stood staring at the empty room, I realized that my dream of a packed crowd was exactly that, a dream.

I was absolutely mortified. I felt absurd standing there in full makeup with my hair blown out, evidence that I thought that it was going to be a sold-out event. Putting in all that effort now made me feel ridiculous; it belied how important I thought this event was going to be—my misguided belief that I could have a successful event just by showing up. I had expected this to be something big, when it wasn’t even going to be small. It was going to be a book talk for one person. I walked in and grinned sheepishly and said as much to the bookstore owner.

She gave me a half smile back and said, “Maybe we should start a few minutes late.” The charity auctioneer with whom I was supposed to be in conversation remained seated at the front of the room. Our eyes met, and he shrugged his shoulders with a kind smile. I felt an immediate bond with him. As a charity auctioneer you are used to being in front of crowds of people who never pay attention. It takes a strong constitution to stand in front of hundreds of people, trying to raise money, while they do their best to drown out your voice. I knew if I could commiserate with anyone, it would be him.

A minute passed before I heard the door open again. The bookstore owner and I turned at the same time, staring hopefully at the door as if willing a last-minute rush of people.

A woman my age walked straight up to us. Finally, I thought.

“Hi! I’m looking for a gluten-free cookbook.”

God, please make it stop, I thought.

“Um—I’m not sure—maybe over there?” pointed the owner. The woman walked quickly away from us, barely glancing at the empty seats that took over half of the store.

I heard the door open again. I turned expectantly, ever hopeful. In walked one of my little sister’s best friends.

I felt my face flush with embarrassment. “And now there is a witness to the fact that this is a total disaster.”

I should pause here to tell you that my sister is the funniest person I know. She uses that sense of humor to keep me in check by making fun of me at every opportunity. No matter how bad something is, calling and telling her about it immediately makes it better because she always makes light of it. I can’t overstate the importance of humor when things are going wrong. It is a tool I use onstage constantly—the worse the moment, the bigger the joke. I could already hear the peals of laughter as I told her that I was holding a book talk for two people. I would never live this down.

Her friend looked at the empty chairs quizzically and walked over to me. “Did I get the time wrong?” she said as she gave me a hug.

“Nope. I decided to hold a book talk for just you, but unfortunately, someone else showed up.”

She laughed. “Oh no. I am so sorry.”

In a worst-case scenario, this felt pretty worst case.



Are you squirming in your seat right now? Feeling pity but possibly a little happy that after so much positivity there was something that didn’t feel quite as glossy? (It’s okay, we’re all human.)

I want you to close your eyes and imagine this is your moment instead of mine. Go ahead and really sit with this uncomfortable feeling. The truth is, this feeling, this fear of embarrassment has kept me from doing so many things in life. Imagine this moment: a highly publicized event, one that you have shared on social media, hyped up for everyone to see, the expectation that this would be a sold-out crowd, and then only two people show up. Think of all the feelings that accompany a moment like this—humiliation, rejection, shame—feelings that prevent you from going after things because you are scared that you won’t succeed. That you might offer up a product or service that nobody thinks is good enough. That you are standing on the precipice of a goal or a dream and someone will tell you that you can’t do it, or that you aren’t good enough. That you will say or do something that people will think is stupid or make fun of you for after you leave a room because they feel it is too forward, or, as the kids say, “extra.” Feel all of this. All the feelings.

Here’s the hard truth: This is where confidence is born. This is where you earn your stripes, where you realize that you can overcome all the things and feelings that threaten to stop you.

If you are going to claim your confidence, this will be a part of your journey. You have to put yourself in situations where you are putting yourself out there, and where failure is a very real possibility. There will be highs, there will be lows, and there will be many times that are somewhere in between. You might think that these challenging moments are ones to forget. But actually, you need to flip the script. These are the moments that make the journey worth it. These are the moments that ground us, center us, and remind us that no matter how great everything is in your life—life will always have a way of reminding you that you are human.

Confidence comes from understanding this and pushing forward in spite of the fact that something like this could happen to you. Because when you claim your confidence, no matter how embarrassed you are at that moment, no matter how badly you feel about yourself, you will live to tell the story and grow stronger because you met the moment.

Confidence means understanding that even if something doesn’t go your way, even if that something you desperately want isn’t happening, you won’t turn and run. You will face it head-on.

It’s not what happens to you that makes you successful or unsuccessful. It’s how you handle it, and how you tell the story to put yourself back in control.

And since you have been sitting with this mortifying experience for long enough, let me take you through what you need to know in order to handle a worst-case scenario moment.

I describe the “Strike Method” in The Most Powerful Woman in the Room Is You, a signature move to help ground you when entering any situation. Well, just like you need to have one to own your power, you need to make sure you have another one in your arsenal to help you display the utmost confidence, no matter what those around you might think.

At the end of my very first book tour event, a woman stood up at the end of the Q & A. She said, “I don’t have any questions, but I did want to tell you that I worked at a call center where I was rejected over ten thousand times. I tell people I am made of Teflon. Rejection just bounces off me.” I never forgot that, and I adopted it into my own confidence arsenal.

So the first tool for when you are in a situation where you feel your least confident is to mentally put up that Teflon shield. Not just in front of you, put it around and over your entire body, so that you are completely protected. Other people’s thoughts, comments, dislike of who you are and what you are doing do not touch you.

Confidence comes from within. Power comes from within. All of that stays within that shield, and everything else bounces off you. Project your most confident “you,” rather than projecting anxiety about negative thoughts relating to what you imagine people may be thinking of you. Side note: most likely those people aren’t thinking those negative things about you anyway, so it’s a waste of your precious time to worry about it!

Second, be the superpower in your own life story. You shape the narrative of your life. You write your life story with your words and your actions. You can choose to unleash your superpower, your confidence, in any situation. You know the people in your life who can never see the good in anything? The person who always presents a story with a negative spin about how they didn’t get what they wanted because of something or someone else? How things are always happening to them? Stop right there. That is not you. Think about how you want the story to turn out and what you can control in that moment and do it. In that bookstore at that moment, I could not control the number of people who sat in the seats for the book signing, right? Or could I?

Which brings me to the final thing to remember. You need to find your angle. How are you going to turn a situation, a conversation, or something that is going terribly awry into something positive?

Let’s rewrite the ending to this story, shall we?

After years spent onstage at charity auctions dying on the inside when everything is going badly—no one raising their hand to bid, the crowd speaking so loudly that I can’t even hear myself speak, or a waiter tipping a tray of glassware onto the floor and activating an entire cleanup crew right in front of me as an audience looks on—I’ve learned that you can summon confidence even in the most challenging moments.

Back in that nearly empty bookstore in San Francisco, I took a deep breath, pulled my shoulders back, and put a smile on my face. Then I said to myself, Let’s work with what we’ve got.

I looked around. There were two women in the store, in addition to the woman who was looking for cookbooks. I knew the owner of the store would take a seat. Well, four people is better than two!

I walked up to the woman who had asked about the gluten-free cookbook. “Hi! I’m Lydia Fenet. I’m giving a book talk in five minutes about my new book, The Most Powerful Woman in the Room Is You. I’d love it if you could join—it will be about half an hour.” I showed her the book cover and smiled.

She looked at me, looked at the empty chairs, and then looked back at me again. She glanced down at the book in my outstretched hands.

“No thanks,” she said, and she turned back to the stacks.

I almost laughed out loud. Seriously? Not even out of pity? Teflon shield, Lydia. Let that comment bounce off you and keep going, I thought.

Cardinal rule of sales—it isn’t personal, it’s business. On to the next.

I approached the other two women in the store and asked them the same thing. Whether they were interested in the book or simply took pity on me, they agreed to join me for the talk and took their seats. Great! I thought. Three guests, my sister’s friend, plus the bookstore owner makes five. Quite a crowd! What a selling star! It wasn’t great, but it made me feel better to know that I would have at least one book sale, even if I bought the book and gifted it to my sister’s friend.

At 12:40 it was pretty clear that we had all the guests we were going to have for this talk. I moved back over to the chair to take my seat, and I realized that someone else had joined the audience while I was trying to convince people to join me. In the back of the room, another woman had taken a seat in the back row. Based on the fact that she had pulled a small shopping cart that held a suitcase, a bag filled with plastic bottles, and a huge pile of cardboard, I’d assumed she was homeless. The owner of the store noticed as well and came over to me and whispered, “She comes in and listens to the talks sometimes. I feel badly asking her to leave. She might be a little disruptive, but she means well. Do you want me to ask her to leave?”

I shook my head. First of all, I was thrilled that we would have six people. Moreover, disruptive is something I can handle. Standing onstage as a charity auctioneer, I am used to people yelling out bids, guests who have been overserved, people climbing onstage “just to say something for a minute.”

“No, it’s fine!”

Not a minute after the radio host asked me the first question, the woman at the back of the room started interrupting with comments in a loud voice. At first, I tried to talk over her in an effort to answer questions directly, but as I saw the other guests squirming in their chairs every time she piped up, I realized that I needed to stop talking over her and bring her into the conversation. Why try to pretend something isn’t happening when every single person sitting in the room is watching the same thing? Remember, you control the narrative, you control the story, so do not be the losing character in your story. Once again, I found myself feeling thankful for all those nights onstage when things went wrong, when the noise from the audience threatened to completely overpower my voice, and I learned that instead of running offstage I had to dig deep and find a way to make it work.

The next time she made a comment, I immediately incorporated it into the conversation. Interestingly, since the interviewer was a charity auctioneer, he was used to playing to the crowd—and he immediately understood what I was doing and started doing it too. Was it the best book talk I have ever given? Definitely not. Was it the best book talk where I was speaking to five people when it was supposed to be forty? Definitely. And did I live to tell the story? Yes.

After a half hour talking about the book and incorporating additional thoughts from our heckler into the speech, the interviewer looked out into the crowd.

“Does anyone have any questions?”

I was pretty sure I knew the answer.

Our new friend in the back raised her hand. “I think the next time you do this it should be a potluck.”

I smiled. “That’s a good idea. When we hold auctions we always feed everyone so that they stay longer.” I laughed a little. “Well, that and an open bar.”

She looked at me seriously. “No. You have to stay away from booze. That’s how I ended up on the street.”

And… scene.

That night, I walked into a packed crowd at my friend’s store, Hero Shop. It was everything I had hoped it would be and more. I spent the entire night signing books, connecting with women who wanted to know more about the book, and seeing friends who had shown up to support me.

After the book signing ended, a woman who had worked on my team at Christie’s years prior and had since become one of my closest friends put together a small group for dinner. As I finally had the chance to relax and enjoy a glass of wine, the questions about the book tour came fast and furious. How was the dinner at Christie’s? You are going on the Today show? How was the talk at CBS? Twitter? Google?

Did you ever expect it to be like this?

I thought about the question for a minute. The truth is, my Instagram feed was filled with perfect pictures from the two weeks prior. I had only snapped one shot for my Instagram Story showing the earlier book talk, and I didn’t exactly snap the empty seats. I thought about the message of my book, about the importance of honesty in selling and telling your story.

“Well, if you must know… the biggest success was the book signing this morning.” Then I explained what happened. In much the same way I just told you this story, I led them to believe that I anticipated it would be a wild success… and then gave them every granular detail about the mortification of a six-person book talk. By the end we were all laughing until tears streamed down our faces.

We may only want success, but it’s the moments that really knock the wind out of you that show you what you’re made of. Confidence doesn’t mean perfect. Confidence means that you are secure in who you are and what you are doing regardless of what is happening in your life. Confidence is being able to laugh at yourself among people you admire, knowing that they admire you even more for it because they realize you aren’t afraid of getting knocked down. Because the truth is in life, you will get knocked down, but you will get up again and be stronger for the lesson you have learned. You might have a few more bruises and bumps, but you will come out stronger for realizing you were able to get through it.

Are you ready to claim your confidence? Because once you claim it there is no turning back. The good and bad will come in equal measure in your life. There will be moments when you are striding confidently down the streets of New York City believing that Frank Sinatra wrote the lyrics to “New York, New York” for you and you alone, and the next moment you will be at an empty book event begging people to attend. Quite often those two things come as a package deal. What matters is that you experience those highs and lows and learn from them. Don’t allow these moments to diminish your confidence—let them make you realize that confidence doesn’t come from crowd size, Instagram likes, or press accolades. It comes from knowing that no matter what happens in your life, you have the ability to handle it.

You ready? It’s time to claim your confidence and go after the life you want.





ASHLEY BAKER STAATS

Deputy Editor at Air Mail and Co-Host of Morning Meeting podcast

I had no business becoming a handbag designer—I’m a trained journalist—but in my late twenties, I went ahead and did it anyway. It was a project I embarked upon with a childhood friend, and we threw ourselves into this notoriously challenging ecosystem with a lot of passion and drive. After about two years of moderate success and massive time investment, we closed the business; it would never be the financial unicorn that we had hoped. But a decade later, it’s so clear that this particular failure set the stage for so many successes. Not only did I learn the intricacies of running the back end of a business—something I had never encountered in my day job—but it also became something of a graduate study course in business administration.

Ultimately, I returned to journalism, and I have brought that entrepreneurial ethos to every organization I’ve worked at. And perhaps most importantly, I developed a much clearer understanding of my strengths and weaknesses. Despite the challenges of the business, my cofounder and I remain close friends—which, for me, is the ultimate success.






2 NEVER GIVE UP


If you listen to the way most people talk about success in life, success is a mountain that you climb, and one day you will reach the top of your personal Mount Everest. If money is your motivation, it’s the day that you hit a certain dollar amount in your bank account and have so much cash in the bank that you can simply throw dollar bills in the air fist pumping. If you are an athlete, it’s the day you stand atop the Olympic podium with a gold medal. Or, if fame is your thing, it’s the day you stand onstage at the Academy Awards choking back tears as you clutch the Oscar to the bodice of your couture gown. Whatever success looks like to you, there is probably an image of what the pinnacle looks like that you have been envisioning throughout your adult life. Yet, ask anyone who you believe has reached the zenith of their mountain and they will tell you, what you reach is not the top of the mountain, it’s just the beginning of another climb.

I have always been in love with words. As a child I spent far too many nights reading a book at night by the crack of light shining from my closet door instead of sleeping. I was always fascinated by language and the way words on a page could transport me to a different continent or world. There is something magical about the fact that a single word can describe an entire movement or moment, and over the course of my life there are certain words that have stuck with me from the minute I read or heard them and stayed with me forever.

One of those moments came in high school right before one of the toughest lacrosse games of the season. As we sat on the sidelines waiting for the referee to whistle, signaling the start of the game, our coach gave us a pep talk: “You ladies need heart to win this game, but most of all, you need tenacity.” I saw a few of the other girls looking around, unsure whether we should interrupt this “We Are the Champions” speech. One girl next to me raised her hand. “What does ‘tenacity’ mean?” Our coach looked at us, eyes filled with intensity. “It’s the quality possessed by a person who sticks with a goal even when things aren’t going her way. It’s someone who commits and keeps trying, no matter what.” Well, I thought, maybe in SAT language the word is “tenacity,” but in my family it’s a simple phrase: never give up.

“Never give up” was not just a phrase in our house; it was the most important phrase in our house. It’s a phrase that has motivated me throughout my life when things are good, but more important, when things are bad. It reminds me time and time again that it’s not always about winning, but rather being confident enough in yourself to keep trying even when the odds are stacked against you. It emboldens you to believe that if the goal is there, you keep trying no matter the outcome. It isn’t always about hitting that goal, but rather the lessons learned from the journey to get there. I should know. I learned one of the greatest lessons about never giving up in middle school.

I am one of four kids—two boys, two girls—all taller than the average kid, with parents who were enthusiastic in their support even if we were mediocre, because for them, trying was the important part, not winning. That philosophy served us well, and we would all try out for everything and anything no matter our athletic ability.

My father played football in high school, and he assumed his sons would do the same, but his British wife would have one rule when her first son was born: no football. My dad, never one to shy away from an opportunity to try something new, decided if he couldn’t have a son who played football, he might as well start his own soccer team. Go big or go home, right? And if your name is Bob and you start a team, there is really only one name for your team: the Bobcats. Since my older brother and I were only twenty months apart, it meant that I became an unwilling participant in the weekly soccer practices coached by my dad, as well as a member of the illustrious team comprised of first and second graders. Each week as we huddled together in the blistering Louisiana heat, listening to whatever pearls of wisdom my dad would dispense about the team that we were about to play, the final few moments of the huddle were always the same. We would stack our little hands on top of each other in the circle and my dad would shout, “What’s the Bobcat rule?” Our little voices would mingle together as we shouted back, “NEVER GIVE UP!”

As the Bobcats continued their domination of the youth soccer league in Louisiana, my parents mercifully decided that I could give up soccer. But that wasn’t the end of my athletic career by any stretch of the imagination; I continued playing myriad sports. The small school that I attended had a graduating class of—drum roll, please—twelve students. Let’s just say that our sports teams weren’t exactly crushing the competition on any given day.

By the time I reached sixth grade I was playing volleyball, basketball, and running track for my school. How I loved playing on the sports teams in middle school. The camaraderie, the team spirit, the cute uniforms, the orange slices at halftime, the pep rallies—the Friday Night Lights feel of playing competitive sports in a small southern town. Truly it was everything that you could want in a small-town athletic experience. The only thing that was missing? A winning team.

That’s right. In four years of playing for three different sports teams, we never won a game.

By never won a game, I mean that we were never even close to winning a game. We would lose basketball games 52–6 or 44–2. Unlike in school sports today, there was no mercy shown from the opposing teams. No one cared if the other team was running up the score. We would play schools where they had fifty kids in the eighth-grade class and they would absolutely crush us, in every sport, time and time again. There was one game when the score was so high, they told the other team not to raise their hands in defense. Didn’t matter; none of us could really shoot the ball, so the score was still double digits to single digits. We lost, and we lost big.

Week after week, year after year, you would think all of that losing would really have crushed the spirit of a group of middle schoolers. But the amazing thing was that we all believed, no matter how badly we had been beaten time and time again, there was a chance we would win the next game. Each week we would get dressed in our uniforms, tie ribbons in our hair, apply a little lip gloss when our moms weren’t looking, and cheer on our teammates like we were going for Olympic gold. This cheering was usually taking place from the court, because when you only have six players on the team, there isn’t a lot of “bench time.” But if you had taken a poll right before any of the games in those three years, I assure you I would have told you we were going to win. This story doesn’t have a happy ending like you would expect. There was never a moment where we came from behind to win a big game like you see in the movies.

After each and every game, I would walk over to the bleachers where my parents sat cheering me on every game. As a parent, I now understand that part of your role as a parent is letting your children figure things out on their own, to fail no matter how painful it is for you to watch, and to not give away the end of the story even when you are fairly certain of the outcome. So at the end of every game, instead of telling me I could do better or indulging my sadness or, perhaps, saying less than flattering things about the other team, they would say something more along the lines of “That was a really tough loss. They were a really good team.” I would nod, completely deflated and, truth be told, shocked that we had lost yet again. And then, without missing a beat they would say, “I think the next game is going to be the one you win.” All of a sudden that sadness turned into a smile, and I would nod my head excitedly, already thinking about the glory and excitement of the win the next week. “Me too,” I would reply.

Although you were probably reading the above paragraph wincing at the thought of a four-year losing streak, or how many times my parents had to sit through a game where they knew the ending before the first whistle was blown or, perhaps, feeling sorry for a group of middle school girls who were trounced on a weekly basis, you shouldn’t waste your pity on me. I truly believe that losing streak was one of the most formative experiences of my life. Losing so many times, yet knowing that we had to go back out there a week later and try it all over again, taught me an even greater lesson: what it means to truly never give up no matter the odds, no matter what you are up against. It gave me the foundation for the confidence I have needed my whole life to keep reaching for new goals even when all the odds seemed stacked against me. My delusional optimism likely started years ago when I was walking onto a court knowing that we had lost the prior game 52–2 but still believing that we had a shot at actually winning the next game. In both my personal and professional life, I have come to understand the importance of never giving up, even when you are unsure of the outcome. When you commit to this philosophy in life, you will quickly notice that by making this phrase your personal mantra, you are in a class by yourself. Most people are quick to self-select anytime something challenges them or pushes them out of their comfort zone. By staying in the race and continuing to try even when things aren’t going your way, you will learn how to accept it even when things don’t go your way. Because in life, sometimes things won’t work out, sometimes they will, but you will also understand the most important lesson of all: you’ll never succeed if you give up. The next time you feel like opting out or throwing up your hands and walking away from what seems like an impossible situation, remember that if you keep trying, sometimes it will all reveal itself in the end.

People who have climbed the mountain and reached the pinnacle of success realize that they didn’t reach the zenith, they simply reached a plateau that gives them a runway to find their next mountain to climb. Life becomes more interesting when you are happy to throw paint against the wall until something sticks. But the other part about not giving up is that you always have to be ready to pivot. Never giving up doesn’t mean that you have to run into a brick wall over and over again. At times you will need to change the direction of your efforts, to ensure that you can keep moving forward. Nothing is gained from never giving up and not realizing that something isn’t working. Unlike sports teams in middle school where you have a finite number of players and talent, in real life opportunities abound for those willing to take risks and try new things. Don’t get stuck in one lane trying the same thing over and over again. Be open to feedback, to criticism, to ideas, but most of all to people who offer to help. When I see someone who shows persistence and tenacity, I am always willing to extend a hand or make an introduction because I know that it won’t be wasted. There is nothing worse than referring someone who never takes advantage of the opportunity. Be the person who chooses to make the most of any opportunity put in front of them even if it doesn’t go the way you thought it would. Remember that even in moments when it seems like there is no path forward, there is always a solution if you have the attitude that giving up isn’t an option.

And then there are moments in life when you think you have reached the top of your personal mountain and when momentum seems to be going in your favor—but even in these moments you can be tested. The only thing that matters is that you don’t give up. You find a solution; you make it work. You never give up.

By my late twenties, my life in New York had taken on a familiar cadence. During the day I worked ten to twelve hours a day running the events department at Christie’s. Over the course of the year, my team and I barely had time to breathe, as we worked to ensure every event detail was covered while also planning and executing hundreds of events. But at night when the rest of the team was usually winding down their day job after the event ended at 8:00 p.m., the end of the event signaled something else for me: the beginning of my night shift.

In the final fifteen minutes of the event, as the waiters started to close down the bars and remove glasses that needed to be cleaned in anticipation of another event the next evening, I would dash upstairs to my office. Time for a quick change into a cocktail dress. I would throw my heels into a carrier bag and make sure my trusty purse-sized gavel and auction notes were tucked neatly into my purse. While the event guests were politely encouraged to move toward the front doors, I was slipping out the back door applying lipstick or putting in a pair of sparkly earrings as I walked, to use my time efficiently. Every minute of my evening was precisely timed to ensure I had enough time for a quick debrief before I commanded the stage to raise money at a charity auction somewhere in the city. After the auction my night never ended when I left the auction stage. I almost always made plans to meet up with my friends wherever they were after the auctions. I would usually roll in just as they were finishing dessert. It was a demanding schedule, but I loved every second of it.

In the nonprofit world there are auctions and then there are AUCTIONS. One of my first experiences seeing the type of auction you write in all caps, and the type of auction that became the zenith of my personal mountain, took place during my first couple of years at Christie’s. I was still firmly at the bottom of the special events department ladder, so I was no longer an intern but the coordinator of a department who had yet to try out to become an auctioneer. At the time, the special events team organized spotters to accompany our top auctioneers around the city, ensuring they always had extra backup during the big auctions. The spotters were typically young women who volunteered their evening to spot bidders in exchange for the opportunity to attend the nonprofit galas.

Well, “attend” might be a stretch; we weren’t exactly mixing with the guests. Instead we would sit in the back eating the staff meal while the guests enjoyed cocktails during cocktail hour. Right before the auction, we would all move from backstage to the auction room where celebrities and New York society sat at tables enjoying the evening’s entertainment and, hopefully, for the auctioneer’s sake, a few glasses of wine. We would stand between the groups of tables yelling out “BIDDING!” if the auctioneer was missing a bidder’s hand amid the controlled chaos of a thousand-person gala. Organizations used all sorts of methods to make sure the auctioneer could see us: glow sticks, whistles, oversized paddles with a huge logo on the front. Our main job was to ensure that the auctioneer always knew if there were people bidding, and to make sure that not one bid was lost, in an effort to raise money for a great cause.

For a group of young twenty-year-old women who wanted to see the glitz and glamour New York had to offer, it was a dream come true. Although we had assisted with many smaller auctions in my first couple of years in the company, there was one auction that was truly next-level in terms of its glitz and celebrity… and the number of dresses that people had procured in so many shades of pink. In addition to all the glamour, there was one reason that this event stuck out in particular: it was the first time I watched the auctioneer and knew exactly what I wanted to do.

Every year in New York City, the Breast Cancer Research Foundation hosts the Hot Pink Party for Breast Cancer Research. The nonprofit was founded by Evelyn Lauder and has raised millions of dollars to fund research to end breast cancer. Since its inception, the evening has been hosted by Elizabeth Hurley, with other celebrity friends making appearances throughout the night, culminating in a bring-down-the-house performance by Elton John. In today’s fast-paced world, pictures from these events would be all over every social media site within seconds of a celebrity arrival à la Lady Gaga or the Kardashians at the Met Ball. But at that time, social media didn’t exist, so only the best pictures made the coveted spots in Vogue and Vanity Fair a month after the event took place. It made the entire event feel completely exclusive and incredibly exciting to someone who had only read about these types of events up until that night.
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