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To Jaiden Simone.


Thank you for being my inspiration to fly.


—Mom




 


INTRODUCTION


BUTTERFLIES AND BOARDROOMS


I often compare my life to that of a butterfly. They start out in the world as a small and vulnerable creature that can only get so far in life in the form that it is born in. It crawls around exploring the limits that life has placed in front of it. Then one day, a very necessary transformation must occur in order to become what it was created to be. It goes into this solitary place known as a chrysalis where it is isolated from the rest of the world for a set period of time. This process must occur to evolve and transform. While it is in this solitary place, it is transforming into something different but beautiful.


When the transformation is complete, the butterfly must make its way out of the chrysalis. Movement starts the process of breaking free. If it gets help emerging, the wings will never develop properly, and it won’t be able to fly. The movement of the wings and the fight is what allows fluid to reach its wings before it can take flight. So, as it fights its way out of this chrysalis, it becomes stronger.


Finally, it emerges as a new and evolved version of itself with wings to fly. There are no more limits to where it can go and what it can do. It has achieved a great milestone because not all caterpillars make it to becoming a butterfly, just like all people may not evolve beyond who they are today.


In my own life, it was very necessary to go through transformations in order to grow. It took time and some struggles to reach my goals and dreams. Some days I thought I would never get there. Some days I thought I couldn’t go on. But the fight in me wouldn’t let me give up. I learned that each day I struggled was a day that I was getting closer to my own emergence and flight. Finally, I made it to a version of myself that allows me to share my experiences, failures, setbacks, disappointments, successes, and triumphs as inspiration and proof that obstacles are many times part of our life journey and process. The phases are what I call the Butterfly Code Framework. This book will explain the framework this code encompasses along with examples from my life journey that I had to crawl, evolve, transform, and emerge through.


****


When I was around twelve, our house caught on fire and caused my mother, brother, and I to move to a very different side of the town than I had lived for my whole life up until that point. For my mother, it was a much better neighborhood for us, but I hated it at first because all of my friends, much of my family, and everyone who looked like me were in our old neighborhood. So, at a young age, I had to learn to interact with people who were different from me. It wasn’t what I was accustomed to, but I quickly learned to adapt.


We looked different from 99 percent of our neighbors, so I didn’t go outside as much. I spent a lot of alone time in my bedroom dreaming. I didn’t know exactly what I wanted to be when I grew up, but watching my mother get dressed up for work as a teenager and watching movies made me often dream of business suits and boardrooms. I dreamed of briefcases and business meetings. I dreamed of executives and power lunches. I dreamed of vacations at the beach and Disney World. I never imagined those things would actually become a part of my life at that age. What I didn’t realize back then is that the circumstances in my life were setting the stage for my story. Everything in your life happens for a specific reason that you may not totally understand when it’s happening. I didn’t understand then that the fire in our home that caused us to move was putting me in a place to learn to have friends of all races. This would become an important part of my journey because the life that I was destined to live would sometimes put me in situations where I may be the only person of my race or gender in the room, and I would need to be comfortable with that. It also showed me that there was a world outside of the neighborhood that I had spent my entire life in, and it sparked curiosity of what else was out there. Curiosity and dreaming are what would eventually take my life to places that I would have never imagined.


Dream big for yourself, and don’t let anyone or anything stop you from reaching your goals and desires. If you are in the same place and situation this year as you were last year, you aren’t living; you are just existing. Just because things aren’t given to you doesn’t mean you can’t achieve them. My story is a journey of starting out in a small, inner-city neighborhood to go on to working on some of the biggest and most innovative technology projects at one of the largest companies in the world and eventually mentoring other Dreamers to follow their dreams.


During my journey, I transformed into the version of myself that I was born to be, and my vision of the Butterfly Code came to life. As I tell my story, I will summarize with small pieces of advice that have helped me soar that I call FlutterBytz. A byte in technology is a small piece of information. I hope these small pieces of information will help guide you into transformation and emerging the way it has for me.






The Butterfly Code:


• Preparation: You must crawl before you can fly.


• Evolve: You aren’t meant to stay a caterpillar.


• Transformation: Embrace change while being still in your chrysalis.


• Emerge: Strengthen your wings.


• Transcend and Soar: This is where you are meant to be!










 


STEP ONE


PREPARATION:


YOU MUST CRAWL 
BEFORE YOU CAN FLY




 


CHAPTER 1


DREAMING BIG ON THE GROUND


I was eighteen years into my career as a Black woman in technology before I realized that being in that position meant something special. I had become accustomed to being one of the only, if not the only, woman on a technology team. I had become accustomed to looking around and not seeing any other Black people besides myself in the room. It was a very normal part of my life and my career. I was for sure the only Black woman and sometimes Black person in many of my college classes, so I didn’t expect work to be very different. I was writing computer code for a living, and many of my friends and family couldn’t even wrap their minds around what that meant. Attempting to explain it was difficult if you weren’t into technology. Transitioning into business analysis and project management roles eventually put me in the presence of more women, but as a software engineer, it was usually just me. In 2015, I began to really start taking diversity and inclusion (D&I) in the workplace more seriously when I learned that according to the National Center for Women & Information Technology (NCWIT) statistically, that year, only 24 percent of the U.S. technology workforce were women, and only 3 percent were Black women.1 Only 3 percent! That number was mind-blowing to me. How could that be? Why was that? How could we change that? Those were all of the questions that began swirling around in my head.


That was the year that my eyes opened up a bit, and I realized that I was kind of a technology unicorn. No wonder I was typically the only one in the room. That year, my life and career journey began to make sense to me. I started having a real sense of purpose. It wasn’t just about coming to work every day, doing my job, and going home. A passion sparked in me that had probably been simmering for a while, but I didn’t know exactly what it was. It was a feeling that had been dormant but longing to be awakened. It was something that burned inside of me that always made me feel like I was supposed to be someone different and have a purpose that was bigger than myself. I had no idea that my life was about to take me on a ride that I had to buckle up for because I was going to have to step out of my comfort zone. In a very short amount of time, young girls would begin telling me that I was an inspiration for them as a woman in technology making a difference. My story began to unfold in a way that I could look back at and know exactly why it had all happened the way that it did. Everything in my life had led up to where I was for a reason. I went from a small, limited caterpillar to transforming and emerging as a powerful butterfly, and I had no idea that the years I spent crawling was preparing me for who I was meant to be. So, let me start at the beginning.


It amazes me how the things that can bring you down can be the same things that build you up. When people get into tough situations, some will wonder why it is happening to them, while others will determine what lesson they can learn from it. It took me over forty years to learn that all of the not-so-ideal situations in my life have contributed to the good within and around me. The trials and tribulations that I had to overcome have made me the person that I became. I wouldn’t trade in my life for any other.


From a young age, I knew my life would be much bigger than the place that I was in. Most of my family grew up and lived on the eastern side of Pittsburgh. I have a very large, but close, family that is the foundation I was raised on. In my house as a child, there was only my mother, my older brother, and me. However, my maternal grandmother had four brothers and four sisters, which means I have a ton of aunts, uncles, and cousins who are all very significant people in my life. Within a fifteen-minute walk or drive, I could be at a family member’s house, which was wonderful as a child because all of the people I loved were just a few minutes away. It created a comfort zone and a security blanket that held us all close, so leaving that comfort zone wasn’t normal. I love my family wholeheartedly, but by my senior year in high school, I started wondering what was out there beyond the eastern side of Pittsburgh.


1993 wasn’t a good year in the inner city. Kids my age were impacted by growing violence between rival neighborhoods. After the snow melted from the blizzard of 1993, the body of a guy many of my friends knew was found in the woods, and many young guys were going to jail for various reasons. It became a very depressing situation that I wanted to get away from. I had already known that going to college was a must, but I soon realized that college was going to be my only way out.


After graduating high school, I wanted to attend Morgan State University in Baltimore, Maryland. I got accepted, went to orientation, took all of my placement exams, and picked all of my classes. I was later disappointed by learning that I couldn’t afford to attend. It was an out-of-state school, so the tuition was higher, and there were no grants or scholarships being offered to me. As disappointing as that was, I was also accepted into the University of Pittsburgh and was given a partial scholarship. Pitt is a great school, but going there meant that I had to remain in Pittsburgh for at least another four years, and I wouldn’t get to experience going away to college because it was only fifteen minutes from my home. I didn’t understand the lesson then, but I now know that when one door closes, it’s because the one that you are destined to walk through is being opened. So, I enrolled in the University of Pittsburgh, and that part of my journey began.


I remember the first time I watched the movie Boomerang with Eddie Murphy and Halle Berry and envisioned myself going to work for some big corporation in a tall building with a business suit and stylish haircut. While we should all strive to be unique individuals, visualization is an important aspect in dreaming of your goals by seeing something you want to achieve. Even though my mother wasn’t in corporate America, I watched her get dressed in a nice business suit every day and go to work, so that was my image of success. I knew corporate America was the place I wanted to be.


After many years of going to school in the evening, my mother earned a business degree and often had titles like executive director of something in the nonprofit world, so naturally I started to follow in her footsteps. In high school, I started taking entrepreneurship classes offered at Pitt or through my mother’s job where they had youth programs. I took a course called Business Computer Applications. This class was mainly learning word processing, presentations, and spreadsheets. It was self-paced, but I eventually got to a portion of the curriculum that the teacher had never needed to teach before. It had advanced functions within spreadsheets like creating charts and graphs out of data. At this point, I didn’t have a love for technology per se but for figuring things out. I enjoyed logic and critical thinking. So, I had to figure out this portion of the class on my own, and when I did, I began helping and teaching it to other class members. I loved it so much that I went to talk to my guidance counselor about being intrigued by computers.


It made me remember playing around with a Commodore 64 when I was about ten or eleven. It had this book where you had to type in all this stuff that didn’t make any sense to me, but if you did it right, it would play a specific sound or do something special. You had to type it in exactly right, and if you didn’t, you had to spend hours trying to figure out what was wrong. Something was out of place or misspelled, and I had to find it. The reward was finally getting it to work. I didn’t know at the time that was my first taste of computer programming. That stuff in that book was lines of code for specific commands or functions. So, my guidance counselor talked to me about computer science, and I was hungry to learn more.


During my very last semester of my senior year, he recommended that I take a computer programming course called Turbo Pascal. I did, but when I walked into the class, I noticed something right away. Not only was I the only Black person, which was not unusual to me, but I was also the only girl. That was new to me! It was a small class of maybe eight all-male students who probably didn’t sit with what would be considered the cool kids in the lunch cafeteria.


At the time, I was the captain of our cheerleading team and pretty popular. But now there I was sitting in a classroom of people who didn’t appear to be anything like me. I think back to this because I could have easily gone to get a class change because I didn’t have any friends in this class or anyone that I would even become friends with. It definitely made me feel like it wasn’t a class girls would normally take. I didn’t like that at all, but I wanted to explore it, and so I stuck it out. It turned out that the class wasn’t easy. For the first time, a class wasn’t easy for me, and that made me like it even more. What I also learned is that, even though the people in the class didn’t look like me, we did have something in common: a desire to learn more about technology, and despite not looking like I belonged in the class, I was a tech nerd just like them.


When my guidance counselor checked in on me and found out how much I really liked it, he gave me some information about a research program at Carnegie Mellon University. A program that would pay me $100! I went to a small computer lab where they gave me very little instructions and sat me at a computer. I had to make my way through a series of problems. Problems that were patterns and I had to figure out what the next pattern would be. I was using a computer language called Prolog and Lisp, which I learned only recently that I had been introduced to artificial intelligence back then. I had no idea what those symbols meant or what I was doing, but I worked my way through a series of patterns until I earned my $100. That was the moment that I knew I wanted a career doing something in computer programming.
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