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To both my Nadias


My mother and my daughter, who remind me every day that I am part of something bigger; that my strength—our strength as women—extends beyond ourselves.
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Be Like Water


Nothing in the world


is as soft and yielding as water.


Yet for dissolving the hard and inflexible,


nothing can surpass it.


The soft overcomes the hard;


the gentle overcomes the rigid.


Everyone knows this is true,


but few can put it into practice.


Therefore, the Master remains


serene in the midst of sorrow.


Evil cannot enter his heart.


Because he has given up helping,


he is people’s greatest help.


True words seem paradoxical.


—LAO TZU-


(Tao Te Ching, chapter 78,
translation by Stephen Mitchell)





PROLOGUE



“Show me a hero and I will write you a tragedy.”


—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD


One of my earliest memories of our life in Beirut was when I was four or five years old. I remember sitting on a tan Moroccan pouf with gold swirls running through it, playing with my baby doll, when I heard scuffling in the nearby dining room. I listened more closely but heard nothing, so I went back to my playing. Soon, however, the scuffling sound returned, accompanied by grunting, and then I started hearing what sounded like someone beating the dust out of the Persian rugs that covered our entryway.


I peered around the corner of the living room wall and saw my parents facing each other, but as I shifted my angle, I could see that their arms were pressed against each other, locked in a sort of stiff embrace.


That’s a weird way to hug. Why are they so far apart? I thought.


And then, as my mother unlocked her elbows and their bodies collapsed into each other, I realized that they weren’t hugging but rather locked in a physical struggle.


Wait, is my father trying to slap her on the face?


Their arms began to beat back and forth against one another.


Are they fighting? As I got closer, my mother noticed me out of the corner of her eye.


“Get out of here, Laila,” she gasped, in between slaps and grunts.


“Mommy, Daddy, stop, stop . . .” I tried to get between them, but I was too short, and their arms flailed about me.


I went back to the pouf and dragged it into the dining room, despite my mother’s pleas to leave the room. I’m not leaving. I’m helping, I thought.


I went around the dining room table, wedged the pouf between my parents’ feet, and climbed up on it. This put me about chest high to them. Not knowing what to do, I threw my arms out to try to stop them. It didn’t work. Instead, blows landed on me. Each slap on my body, my arms, brought with it a sharp sting, and I wanted to step down, but I felt so intertwined in their battle that I couldn’t think of how to extricate myself.


My face felt hot, and tears welled in my eyes, but just before I began to cry my mother disentangled herself from my father’s grip, grabbed me, and ran into the bedroom. As soon as we were alone, I could see that my mother was starting to cry, so I held my tears in. If we’re both crying, who will take care of us? I thought.


“Don’t cry, Mommy. It’s okay.” I moved into my caregiver role as smoothly and seamlessly as if I had been auditioning for it all my life. The more I soothed her, the less I could feel my pain. Something inside me clicked. This is good, I thought. I’m helping, and I don’t have to feel my own pain. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I patted my mom’s hair and hugged her tighter, as if I were the mommy and she were my baby. Soon the satisfaction I felt from breaking up the fight and being able to comfort my mother overrode the stinging red marks on my forearm, and the tears that had threatened to escape from my eyes only moments earlier were nowhere to be found. We heard the front door slam shut, and we both breathed a sigh of relief. Though no words passed between us, it was clear—at least to me—that this was going to be my job in the family.
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Most people today who hear of Beirut or Lebanon undoubtedly envision Hezbollah terrorists bombing out buildings and cars, but Beirut in the 1960s was in its heyday—la belle époque du Liban.


“There was no better place to be if you worked in finance in the 1960s,” a friend once told me. “Every transaction that came out of the Middle East went through Lebanon. The rest of the Middle East was a desert—undeveloped and uneducated at the time. The Lebanese became the de facto financiers for the entire Arab region.”


And it was true. Before the start of the 1975 Lebanese civil war, Lebanon, and Beirut as its capital city, was by far the most culturally cosmopolitan place in the Middle East. Christians, Muslims, and Druze lived harmoniously amongst each other. They were united by their national pride, their love of food, family, and above all, la dolce vita.


“Bonjour, how are you, habibi?” was, and continues to be, the default greeting in Lebanon—French, English, Arabic—just as every meal begins with a potpourri of small plates of hummus, baba ganoush, and salads made with radishes, cucumbers, tomatoes, and olives fresh from the garden. After World War II, Lebanon gained its independence from France and spent the next two decades building five-star hotels, nightclubs, and beach clubs up and down its Mediterranean coast. The debut of the Casino du Liban at the end of 1959 definitively established Lebanon as the ultimate 1960s destination. The property included a hotel, nightclub, showroom, restaurants, and gaming area. It was set on a cliff about fifteen miles north of Beirut in Jounieh, overlooking a crescent moon–shaped bay. At the time, it was believed to be the most elegant and beautiful casino in the world, and from the beginning it attracted the crème de la crème—Prince Rainier and Princess Grace of Monaco, the Kennedys, Omar Sharif, Brigitte Bardot, and Aristotle Onassis were among its visitors. Pictures I have seen from that era look like a scene out of an old James Bond movie.


This was the Lebanon that my mother and I reentered at the end of 1963 when I was only a baby, a glamorous and hedonistic destination that tantalized all the senses—a small jewel on the Mediterranean containing the magic and authenticity of the East and the occidental culture of the West I had been born into. Sitting on my grandparents’ balcony overlooking Beirut and the Mediterranean Sea, the ubiquitous Winston cigarette hanging from her mouth, my mother waited for my father to come find her.


“You can stay here with us, Nadia. You don’t need to go back to him,” my grandfather tried to reason with his youngest daughter, but my mother would only nod, certain that my father would return for us. She did not want to tell her family that the only reason she agreed to leave Los Angeles and fly back to Beirut was because my father had been deported from the States. She had, in fact, been waiting for him to come home to us in Los Angeles when she learned he had been picked up by an immigration agent while cavorting with friends in Las Vegas, his usual playground.


Soon enough my father showed up at my grandparents’ home, turned on the charm offensive, and moved us into a three-story high-rise flat in Achrafieh, a leafy residential district in East Beirut. It wouldn’t take long for me to realize that the joie de vivre the rest of Beirut enjoyed during this time stood in stark contrast with the schizophrenic atmosphere inside our new home. There was no joy in our home—ever. The mood vacillated wildly from still and anxious—every clink of a fork or knife breaking a deafening silence before the imminent storm that would eventually crash through our home—to shrill and turbulent, doors slamming and my father yelling, “How many times do I have to tell you not to make a sound before eight a.m.?”


My earliest memory was not an isolated incident; instead, a reoccurring theme in our home became my taking a stance against impending danger, never knowing when I might need to play the hero, to come in and save the day.





CHAPTER 1



BEING RIGHT ISN’T THE POINT


“In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities, but in the expert’s, there are few.”


—SHUNRYU SUZUKI


I was hired to be lucky employee #7 at Walmart.com, the Bay Area–based Internet division of Walmart, Inc., in March 2000 at the height of the first Internet bubble. It was a modern-day gold rush, and everyone was convinced they would soon be millionaires. My six months as director of recruiting at Webvan had made me an expert in the burgeoning world of e-commerce. After watching Amazon, Yahoo, Netscape, and AOL pick up steam, Walmart decided that this Internet thing was not going away, and as Internet talent was scarce in the early days, the company decided they needed to be where the talent was. In those days, the talent was in the San Francisco Bay Area. Walmart’s corporate headquarters was in Bentonville, Arkansas, a small southern town where Walmart was, by far, the biggest employer and was revered by the community, but I was hired to build the “dot-com” team in San Francisco. In California, Walmart was seen as a corporate pariah and not at all as cool as Internet start-ups that 99 percent of the world had never heard of. I was excited about the challenge.


Trying to convince people to come work for stodgy old Walmart at the height of the Internet bubble was not an easy sell. It may be hard to believe, but people were skeptical of the Fortune One company in the world, even when held up next to an underfunded five-person company with no revenues and no clear future prospects.


“But we’re a start-up too,” I insisted one day as I appealed to a software engineer who was weighing his options. “Look, we have our own café, and a foosball table on the ground floor,” I added, hoping this would show how hip we were.


He looked at me warily, unconvinced. We were a multibillion-dollar, multinational corporation.


Realizing I was losing him, I smiled and said, “Here’s the thing, we’re the best of both worlds. We’re a start-up and we’re financially backed by the biggest company in the world.” And it was true—partially. I had a bigger budget than any other start-up around me at the time, and we did take the corporate plane back and forth to Bentonville, even if those planes were tiny, loud six-seaters with no bathrooms on board. It was Walmart, after all.


Those were heady days to be sure and a very surreal time to join the business world. In the mid to late nineties it was hard to distinguish the long-term success probability between the yodeling Yahoooo! and the Pets.com sock puppet. “Dot-com” was on everyone’s lips, so much so that a friend’s toddler began adding “dot-com” to the end of every sentence. “Mama, can we go to the park dot-com?” Giggle, giggle. Everybody was going to get rich. Little did we know that the first dot-com bubble would burst in just a few months, but even after the stock market dropped on that precipitous day on March 10, 2000, our collective irrational exuberance was so deeply rooted that we convinced ourselves this was but a momentary glitch, and we continued hiring like mad, reaching 250 employees by the end of the first year.


As a result, I was asked to take over all of human resources—which initially shocked and insulted me. “What, me? In human resources? I’m not an HR person!” To my mind, recruiting was sales—you had to really understand the business and the motivations of your candidate to bring the two together. Hiring the right talent was critical to the business. Human resources, on the other hand, was a downstream function more focused on ticking and tying the administrative details of the business—a pencil pusher, not a visionary. I couldn’t even say the word without it feeling heavy on my tongue. HR was where you got sent when you were in trouble. They were the rules-based, uptight, compliance-oriented, school-marmy types. I was a businessperson, for God’s sake. Look, I have an MBA! I’m not some back-office administrator. Lucky for me, Jeanne Jackson, the CEO of Walmart.com at the time, saw something in me that I did not yet see myself. Like many women who had risen in the business ranks at that time, she was a no-nonsense leader who had little time for my dribbling. “Look, Laila, take the job, and if you don’t like it or you’re not good at it, you can go back to recruiting.” And that was it. She moved on, having much bigger fish to fry.


About six months after I took on the human resources role at Walmart.com, a group of fifteen people sat around a large table at our weekly operating team meeting to discuss that week’s priorities. This was one of Jeanne’s initiatives, and she led the meetings. As was normal for me at that time, I immediately started getting antsy, wishing that things would go faster. As each person around the table went through their agenda, I found myself getting more and more irritated with the snail-like pace of the meeting.


People, stop asking such stupid questions so we can please just get out of here and go do the work.


Finally, the meeting ended, and as I was making my way out of the room, Jeanne caught my attention and motioned with her finger to follow her into her office. My heart started to pound. What is this? I followed her into her office and closed the door.


“If I ever see you doing that again, there will be hell to pay,” she said, and stared me down with an intensity I had seen targeted at others, but never at me.


What? What did I do? I was truly in the dark.


“I get it, Laila,” she said. “You’re smart and quick and you can’t be bothered waiting for everyone else. You were rolling your eyes in there, and your body posture was slouched and disrespectful.” She paused and got closer. I was frozen in place.


“Let me tell you something: the point is not to be right or to be the first one to get there. The point is to bring everyone along and to get their buy-in. That is the value of those meetings.” She went behind her desk, sat down, and reengaged with her computer screen.


I wasn’t sure whether I should leave, so I stood there feeling awkward and embarrassed. Finally, she looked up and said, “Don’t you ever do that again.”


I knew at that point that was my cue to go. I left her office feeling as if I had been struck hard, not fully understanding all she had said, but replaying it over and over in my mind so I wouldn’t forget. What did she mean the point was getting buy-in? I thought the point was to be right and fast. I could tell when I was impatient, but I had always thought I did a pretty decent job hiding it—apparently not. It would take several more years to understand what she was telling me, and several more after that to really take it to heart. At the time, I was freshly out of business school, eager to prove myself, and working almost exclusively from my head, with no room for anything from the heart. I truly believed there was a right way, that I needed to get there faster than anyone, and that this was the path to success and fulfillment.


In my life, I never knew which decisions were going to be the pivotal ones until I looked back at them in the rearview mirror. Taking that HR job was certainly one of them, and it turned out to be a very good one for me professionally. It put me in a functional area that was in the early stages of a transformation, and my foundation in recruiting would serve to make me an expert in the emerging field of talent management. As innovation and technology became more and more important and talent became more and more scarce, companies in the services sector realized that people were the only differentiating factor. From tech to finance, companies were beginning to recognize that an exceptional hire could generate more revenue than a mediocre one by a factor of ten. Over the following twenty years, I moved from being a recruiter to a human resource executive to a leadership coach and a culture carrier.


While I didn’t realize it at the time, each step on my career path required me to grow both personally and professionally and to develop the qualities I needed to be successful at each stage. I had innate qualities that served me well—I was quick and smart, and my early years as a recruiter helped me develop an ability to connect with people and discern their true motivation. Unfortunately, the very qualities that made me a good recruiter—fast-talking, results-oriented, always driving for closure—weren’t helping me as a newly minted HR vice president. The problem was that I didn’t recognize this contradiction within myself. Jeanne’s admonishment was my first clue that I was doing something that did not serve me, but I still didn’t fully understand what I had done wrong, until two years later when our new CEO, John Fleming, sitting around the same conference table, said something very similar to a group of us in our weekly operating team meeting.


“John, those guys in Bentonville don’t understand what’s happening out here. We need to do things differently to compete with all these start-ups that are popping up every week. They’re slowing us down with all their constraints!”


“I get it, guys, we need to move fast, but I learned a long time ago that being right is rarely the point. We need to slow down and spend time investing in our relationship with our key partners at the Home Office.”


I immediately recalled Jeanne’s reprimand of me. But I still thought that being right was exactly the point, even if I had learned to keep my eye-rolling to a minimum. I couldn’t imagine how I could have this so backwards. It would take me twenty years to realize that having the right answer—a goal I was constantly after as a student and young executive—does nothing to bring people together to work on complex problems. And as a leader it only serves to shame your team and prevent them from taking risks, which is the death knell for any sort of innovation or creativity. At the time, however, this was completely counterintuitive to me. I had been a lifelong overachiever who used achievement as a way to get my parents’ attention because it was, in fact, the only way they noticed me.
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I had always been told that my newly married Lebanese parents were able to obtain U.S. visas and move to Los Angeles in the early 1960s because my mother had been working at the American embassy in Beirut and was able to procure student visas for the two of them to study and live abroad. They had moved to a town called Inglewood, a small suburb southwest of Los Angeles close to the airport. It didn’t take long before my mother was pregnant, but their young marriage was already showing signs of wear. My father, it seemed, could not be contained. Unlike my mother, who had been a very strong student in school, my father didn’t share her passion for learning. No, George Tarraf was above all that schoolwork. He was going to make it big on his own. Soon, he quit school and began making the five-hour drive to Las Vegas to visit an old childhood friend who had recently moved there from Lebanon.


His weekend jaunts became more and more frequent until he eventually stopped coming home altogether. At her wit’s end, my mother phoned her older brother, Mitri, who was living in Fresno, to ask for help. Mitri had moved to the States a few years before my parents, married an American, and began teaching psychology at Fresno State University. Eight years older than my mother, he was like a father to her.


“Nadia, come live with us here in Fresno. We will take care of you.”


“You know I can’t do that . . . What if George comes back and I’m not in Los Angeles?”


My uncle ultimately acquiesced and called his brother-in-law, Leo, and asked if my mother could live with him and his wife until a longer-term solution could be found.


I have never been able to find out if my mother was alone when she gave birth to me. In fact, I don’t know if my father had ever returned during those first few months of my life. My mother quit school and got a job so that she could help pay rent for the room she and I shared in Leo and his wife’s home. While Leo and his wife were very kind to my mother and loved having a baby in the house, my mother soon learned that Leo’s wife could not have children and as they began to ask if my mother would consider allowing them to adopt me, an uneasiness crept into their relationship and she knew she could not stay for long.


My mother heard less and less from my father over the months, but she was so overjoyed and overwhelmed in raising a baby alone, she didn’t dwell too long on my father’s obvious disinterest. Meanwhile, my uncle in Fresno continued to ask her to move up to live with his family while my grandfather in Beirut began exerting greater pressure on my mother to return home to Lebanon. She had resisted my grandfather’s insistence that she return home several times over the previous year when he had learned of my father’s frequent trips to Las Vegas, for work—nothing more—she had assured my grandfather, lying to herself as much as to him.


“Beirut is your home; come home and be with your family. Yallah, we are waiting for you,” her father continued to insist.


In the fall, when I was nine months old, my mother learned that my father had been deported. “I’m sorry to tell you, Nadia, that immigration came for George this morning. He’s been sent back to Lebanon,” his buddy had said. This was all my mother needed to hear to finally allow her father to send her the money needed to buy a ticket to fly back to Beirut.


My mother and I moved in with my grandparents and enjoyed the comfort and safety that comes with returning home and being with family, despite my grandfather’s continued insistence that my mother not to go back to my father.


“Nadia, this man will make life difficult for you. Stay here with us. We will take care of you and Laila.”


But Beirut was a small town, and so it wasn’t long before my father was able to make his way back into our lives. Unable to resist my father’s charm, my mother soon reunited with him, and in three years’ time they had had two more children. One of my parents’ friends confided in me once, “Sweetie, your parents’ relationship was very complicated. One day, honey; one day, onion.” He twisted his wrist in one direction and then the other, mimicking the back and forth between the two. “Your mother was a goody two-shoes, and George knew he could win her back every time.”


During our seven years in Beirut, my father spoke often of returning to America. We would walk along the Avenue de Paris, a wide seaside promenade overlooking Raouché with its two large rocks jutting out of the Mediterranean Sea, and I would ask my father, “When are we going to America, Daddy?” His answer was always the same. “Bookrah.” Tomorrow.


Tomorrow finally came when my uncle Mitri’s petition to bring his extended family to America was accepted. In May of 1971, my mother’s side of the family was able to move back to the States. The seven years my parents had been in Beirut had seen the political climate shift dramatically. After the 1967 Palestinian/Israeli conflict, even more Palestinians came into Lebanon, which further increased the number of refugees in the country. Over time, these refugees wanted more power, and factions and alliances began to develop between the Muslim Palestinians and the Muslim Lebanese. It soon became evident that a civil war between the Christian and the Muslim residents of the country was brewing, but like all political matters within the tiny state of Lebanon, there were bigger players involved—Syria just north and east of Lebanon supported the Muslims, while Israel to the south, as the other religious minority in the Middle East, supported the Christian militia. We were lucky to leave when we did because a civil war lasting fifteen years erupted just a few years after our departure.


My family and I first landed in Fresno, where my uncle Mitri and his family lived. My father quickly took stock of his work prospects in this dusty, central Californian town and decided to move us immediately to another dusty town, one where he implicitly knew he would have more opportunity to be successful: Las Vegas. He knew his six years working at the Casino du Liban would give him an edge, and he was right. We moved into a small two-bedroom apartment on Birthday Street, not far from the Strip, where my father quickly got a job at one of the casinos downtown a few miles away. After a few months there, he had proven himself a competent blackjack and craps dealer and was able to get a croupier job at the Stardust Hotel. Two years later, he landed a coveted position at the prestigious Sands, where he built a career over the following twenty years, working until the last day the casino was open before it was scheduled to be demolished in 1996 to make way for the big mega-casinos that were going up during that time.


He never did return to Beirut, permanently burying all his childhood memories—those of his disciplinarian father, his younger brother’s mysterious suicide—and the atrocities that were to be committed over the following fifty years to the jewel of a country he used to call home.
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Not surprisingly, my parents had a very traditional marriage—Mom was a homemaker; Dad, the breadwinner. Their roles were static, and they fought constantly about big things and little. It was easy to love my mother. She was so kind and nurturing; there was nothing she wouldn’t do for you. But while my father had a temper, there was also a tenderness about him. He was a hard man, a force of nature as unpredictable as the weather, and yet, to me, he often had a look on his face like he had a secret, the corner of his mouth turned up in a half-smile, a gleam in his eye. And when he held me, I could see that he loved me despite his dark moods, which he regularly laid upon my mother.


As the eldest of three children, I quickly took on the role of the mediator between my warring parents and my younger brother and sister. I became the bridge between two cultures, two languages, and two very different ways of being—one tough and unbending, the other kind but with no agency. I learned to never be vulnerable, to never be needy, to never be soft, and above all, to never ask for anything. My strength became my power, so it was only natural that when I started working, I was drawn to roles that recreated the need to bring opposing sides together. Bridging the interests of employees with that of a company seemed natural to me, and for seven years, I learned the function of HR and was part of building a very special culture at Walmart.com.


After seven years at Walmart.com, I realized that in order for me to grow in my career, I would have to move to Bentonville, Arkansas. And as much as I had grown to appreciate my more conservative brethren in Bentonville, San Francisco was my home. So, when a headhunter called to say that Peet’s Coffee and Tea, located right over the Bay Bridge in Emeryville, California, was searching for a chief people officer, I was intrigued.


Coffee is one of the few beverages that seems to bridge people and cultures, I thought. Millions of people around the world begin their day over a cup of coffee. Its ubiquitous presence made it somehow part of the intimacy and connection I had been searching for my whole life.


I would soon learn the story of how Alfred Peet moved to Berkeley in 1966, opening the first Peet’s Coffee and Tea on the corner of Walnut and Vine, just a stone’s throw from the University of California at Berkeley, my alma mater. Having immigrated from the Netherlands, Alfred Peet was appalled by the poor quality of coffee and tea in the United States in the age of Maxwell House and Folgers. He arrived in Berkeley during a special time and played a seminal role in the creation of the “gourmet ghetto” alongside Alice Waters, owner of Chez Panisse, and others who began the movement toward fresh, all-natural, and local.


Alfred Peet’s dedication to his craft and his singular focus on coffee, tea, and spices made him a master at sourcing, blending, and roasting only the highest quality beans by hand. In the process, he spawned the specialty coffee movement in the United States. Several small micro-roasters apprenticed under Mr. Peet, and the first Starbucks store in Seattle actually sold Peet’s beans. This was the man who really started the coffee revolution, and I wanted desperately to be part of the story. It felt like more than just a job; it felt like I could be part of an important piece of history with a responsibility to carry on the legacy of this important man and be part of the movement going forward. Unlike the start-ups all around us that were created and disappeared in a matter of years or even months, the Peet’s brand was a living, breathing thing that required tender care and feeding, and I took my responsibility as a brand steward very seriously.


It was the sort of commitment I was sorely in need of because I had struggled with commitment my whole life. Before meeting my husband, Daniel, my friends used to call me the runaway bride because I’d had two serious relationships each lasting almost three years, and in each I was the one who ultimately walked away. The first was with a man who was much like my father, very controlling and dominant, whom I used to spar with constantly. When I heard he was shopping for a ring, I knew I could not spend my life with a man like that, so I broke it off. The relationship after him was with a loving, kind man who, unfortunately, I felt I could control. I didn’t want to have that much power, so after a two-year engagement during which I was unable to settle on a wedding date, he asked for the ring back. I felt a little like Goldilocks, swinging from one type of man to another, searching for the one that was “just right.” By the time I met Daniel—a younger man who pursued me with a school boy’s vigor—I was so disconnected from my feelings, I could no longer hear what my heart was telling me, so I made a rational, head-based decision and chose to marry him. In 2004, we had our first child, a precious girl we named Nadia.


She was a whisper of a thing, small and delicate, hardly bigger than a small puppy. I was on cloud nine and held her in my arms or against my chest in the Baby Bjorn most of her waking hours. Daniel used to joke that between me and my mother, Nadia’s feet had never graced the ground. She was indeed a very late walker. No matter, I was deeply in love for the first time in my life. We toggled through a couple of nannies before we found Marci Nelson, who ended up moving downstairs into the large bonus room we later built out into a separate in-law apartment for her. Over the next ten years Marci would become Nadia’s nanny and my right hand in more ways than I could have ever imagined in those early days. I went back to work and when I got the Peet’s call, I felt confident I was ready for the next big thing with the home front in good hands.


My early observations were that the employees at Peet’s seemed to have a heartfelt connection to the company. These were not people afraid of commitment, and their passion for coffee and team was palatable. It was part of why I was so excited about interviewing for the role at Peet’s: I wanted that in my life. I just didn’t know how to articulate it. On paper, however, I had few of the necessary qualifications—experience working with an hourly workforce, employment law, geographically dispersed employees. Why did they even want to meet with me? I was concerned the headhunter might have oversold me, but I thought there was no harm in going out and getting some good interview experience.
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