
		
			Advance Praise for 
Own Your Opportunities

			“Juliet will always bring light to your day. It’s a nice read when someone else can express your thoughts better than you can yourself.”

			—George Wallace, Comedian/Actor

			“Through magnetic storytelling, Juliet masterfully shares truth serum for your workplace toolkit. In a pertinent and poignant reveal, she frames the need-to-know reality that survival in the workplace requires more than oxygen. Inhale.”

			—Patricia Russell-McCloud, Esq., International Motivational Speaker and Bestselling Author of A Is for Attitude

			“Own Your Opportunities is an important read for any leader who is trapped in a workplace culture of marginalization. Leaders—women or men—who have the capability, capacity, and confidence that is unrecognized and/or intentionally underutilized will find wise advice and affirming assurance to seek windows offering new visions and paths charting new directions for their professional and personal lives.”

			—Martha P. Farmer, Founding Director of Leadership America (Leadership Women™)

			“At one of her lowest career moments, Juliet heard the voice of God commanding her to write. I’m so grateful she listened. By sharing her story of achievement and disappointment in corporate America, she has laid out a path to career and personal freedom. This is the good news gospel of knowing your strengths, naming your dreams, and seizing your space in this world that we all need right now.” 

			—Nia-Malika Henderson, Senior Political Analyst at CNN

			“Juliet Hall shares her journey of learning more about what self-regulation looks like when creating our own opportunities for success! Her details of how we can improve self-cultivating strategies are inspiring, and she provides motivating tools as a part of self-discovery for personal and professional growth.” 

			—Wendy Eley Jackson, Lecturer at University of California 
Santa Barbara

			“I remember the day Juliet told me that she couldn’t wait for me to ‘own my opportunities.’ I had just spent an hour telling her about how directionless and unfulfilled I felt. Honestly, the last thing I wanted to hear was that I needed to take ownership of my own life. What I wanted was for Juliet to console me and tell me everything was going to be alright but that’s just not Juliet. She doesn’t settle for pleasantries or mediocrity, and after reading her book you’ll know why. Own Your Opportunities taught me to never make myself small to make others feel good. I walked away understanding that the gifts I have been uniquely given are important and that the world absolutely needs my gifts just as much as I do! If you are looking for advice or need a mentor in your life, I recommend reading Own Your Opportunities as a great place to start!” 

			—Brit Suits, Mentee of Juliet Hall

			“Wow! Juliet eloquently inspires all of us to remember our gifts in the midst of our triumphs, challenges, and disappointments. Her storytelling is riveting as she illuminates her faith and personal journey of self-discovery and self-maximization. Juliet enables the reader a unique and compelling opportunity to look through the window of a Black woman’s experience in corporate America. And in a time where companies are focused on building inclusive cultures where all employees can thrive, this book is timely. Own Your Opportunities is an outstanding read, and Juliet’s inclusion of a roadmap and strategies to true success in career and life is a gift that will keep on giving.” 

			—Fran Dillard, Vice President and Chief Diversity Officer 
at Fortune 500 Company

			“COVID-19 ushered in a mass exodus from the workforce that has become known as the ‘Great Resignation.’ Workers around the world continue to explore their career options and life choices. While we hear a lot about the worker shortages and the economic effects of this trend, the conversation has shifted to acknowledge that people aren’t necessarily quitting, instead they are pivoting. Juliet manifested her ‘Great Pivot’ a few years before the pandemic-inspired masses and vividly shares her hard-won insights in her book Own Your Opportunities. Juliet artfully tells a personal story that is honest, vulnerable, and authentic while imparting practical advice for anyone looking to own their unique opportunities. This book also provides a glimpse into the not-so-glamourous realities that many women and African-Americans experience in corporate cultures. It is a great read for anyone interested in learning more about micro-aggressions and the impact they can have on employee engagement. Own Your Opportunities is a great book to give to professionals at all levels who may be considering a career transition, those who have made transitions already, and leaders who desire to learn more about what motivates top performers before it’s too late.” 

			—Ebony Howell, Atlanta-based Human Resources Executive at Fortune 100 Company

			“I found two significant benefits from this book as a reader. The first benefit was as a professional striving to have a purpose-filled career centered on nurturing and using my gifts. The second benefit was as male ally in a leadership position striving to support professional women achieve excellence in corporate America. Juliet, in her own unique and authentic voice, delivers on these two benefits in this page-turning book as she shares insights on her path toward achieving excellence in her journey. She gives examples of challenges, including multiple leadership support failures, to understand and support her career path as an African-American woman. She also highlighted how, despite the environmental challenges she faced in the workplace and the trials and tribulations of life, she was destined to further hone in on her gifts and use them for the better of those around her. It’s a story bound to make you reflect and inspire where you are on your personal journey, while challenging you as a leader to create a better work environment for all.” 

			—DeWayne Griffin, Fortune 50 Executive and Board Member
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			I dedicate this book 
to every woman and girl 
who dreams.
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			Prologue

			And I just sat there, reflecting, in my car where the world was still. I had just left my meeting with Heath and waited for the lump to form in my throat because, well, that was what I thought I was supposed to do—cry. But there was nothing there, nothing to be found.

			Just emptiness.

			The likelihood of your dreams doesn’t exist here. Heath’s words swirled in my head. You’re articulate and well-spoken, but you’re not humble. You assume more autonomy than your role allows…you struggle with relationships…you’re not a team player. Heath then quoted words from a fable about what an ideal team player looked like, which, according to him, didn’t describe me.

			But I had remained calm, even as the walls closed in on me in that meeting room, while Heath made his closing arguments. We never worked on anything together and never served on the same team. He was simply the mouthpiece for the case that had been building on me. I knew my time had been coming to an end; I had already prepared for it. Leaving, amicably, was the only path for my sanity, dignity, and chance to find dream fulfillment on my own.

			Both Heath and I settled that my last day would be on September 15th, just a few months away, to finish and transition my current work that could be completed from home. Oddly enough, it would also be my anniversary date. How poetic that the day of my ending shared the date of my beginning. And now, another new chapter was upon me.

			The final box was checked.

			Everything, and I meant everything, had gone according to plan.

			I was free. And yet, freedom had never felt so strange. There was no one to control, mute, or block me anymore. But still, there I was, clutching the steering wheel in my parked car, stalled, as if I either didn’t want to leave or was unsure if I could. It was like being one of Pavlov’s dogs in a behavioral conditioning experiment.

			An old familiar ache crept inside me. I removed my oval company badge from my knitted fuchsia suit jacket and cradled it in my hand for the last time, reminiscing, as light beamed off the plastic. For so long, the badge represented much of my identity. My thumb brushed across my name and years of service on the badge, and as I sighed, the lump inside my throat I had been looking for suddenly began to form.

			“What now?” I broke my own silence, staring into space. The Georgia summer sun beat through the windows. I turned the ignition and blasted the coolest setting of my air conditioning. And then, an unexpected response struck me.

			Write.

			It was an automatic, inaudible response, yet a firm whisper that raised the tiny hairs on my arms and snapped my body to attention. I recognized the voice, too. The same unspoken clarity had shined on me months ago, in early February, which foretold my company exit.

			There are many labels for the internal consciousness we all have. Some call it gut. Others call it intuition. To me, it was the voice of my Creator. And that voice gave me only one instruction.

			Just write.
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			But then the nightmares started.

			My head became a haunted house.

			The faces were a blur, their bodies more like silhouettes trapped in a gray fog. I heard the familiar sound of voices, people I had worked alongside for many years. Human shadows huddled before me, and as I moved about, I heard them whisper, “She has a nice smile, but she doesn’t fit in here.” Then, I saw images, like mystic holograms, passing me and through me, as if I didn’t exist. And finally, there was a rushing sound, a giant roar that yelled, “Get out!”

			The nightmares wore on me like a crown of thorns. I often woke up in tears in the middle of the night, shrieking. “God!” I cried, curled in my bed, cupping my ears. “Make it stop! Make the voices stop!”

			I told no one about the dreams, too afraid to be written off as either weak or dramatic. Trauma had drilled into my psyche like the constant jabbing of an icepick, breaking me apart until I seriously considered if all the negative things said about me were true.

			“Why couldn’t they just accept me?” I shouted into the air, trying to make sense of my rejection, while streams of water dripped from my face. My mouth tasted coppery, like I was swallowing pennies. Yes, I was direct and strong-minded, articulate, not afraid to challenge or speak my truth to power, and I was supportive, loyal, and a good soldier who got results—all the things a leader should be.

			Betrayal and bitterness grew over me like kudzu. I sank deeper into my covers. “God, finish the work you started in me!” My body was wracked with desperate sobs as I fought to break through this dark invasion and find the light within myself. “Use my voice and the gift you gave me!”

			I remained cradled in my bed, even as layers of amber broke through an indigo sky. Some days, I didn’t leave the bed at all.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Recognize When You’ve Outgrown a Situation

			Unapologetically, I touted my knitted fuchsia St. John suit and Stuart Weitzman heels, dressed and ready for the showdown. A classic string of pearls adorned my neck and gave me that final touch of ladylike elegance. My natural, pressed hair radiated a silky straight gloss, the edges smooth, a non-
negotiable for African-American women in ultra-conservative organizations. At forty-one, my honey-bronzed face still held the smooth firmness of a woman much younger. Surprisingly, there were no lines or etches of battle wounds from years of working in a corporate system that was neither created by me nor for me.

			My heart raced as fast as the milliseconds on a stopwatch. It was time for me to head to work and beat the Atlanta traffic, but I stood frozen in front of my bedroom wall mirror. The expectations from people I cherished mounted heavily on my shoulders.

			Juu-u-lie! My ears perked to the slow-cracked drawl of my late paternal grandmother, Mattie Mae, and the memory of her unfiltered, crass tongue that made you laugh one minute and cussed you out the next.

			Mattie Mae hailed from Rock Hill, South Carolina, born just a few years before the Great Depression, when jobs were as scarce as food on the table. She dropped out of fifth grade to assume the only job she ever knew for women who looked like her—a domestic servant. She wasn’t just “the help.” She was the “top chef” of her day. With her black gnarled hands, she cooked royal spreads and cleaned for White families well into her mid-seventies to sustain herself and pour into me and my older sister, Annette, the best way she could.

			I reflected on how she never missed an opportunity every Easter to dress us up like Barbie dolls and pair us with Easter baskets before showing us off to the old ladies at New Mount Olivet AME Zion Church. We weren’t just her “chaps,” we were her hope and her dream. Annette became a doctor, and I, a corporate manager. We “made it” in her eyes and became her kinsman redeemer of sorts—making up in her life for everything that went wrong.

			Don’t you lose dat good job, nah…ye hear! I could still see Mattie Mae scolding me with her hands dented into her fatty hips. My eyes watered as I remembered her.

			Oh, dear. Another voice shifted its way into my memory. It was the soft eloquence of my maternal grandmother, Ethel Mae, whose words now waved over me like a flag as I continued facing the mirror in pensive silence. She, too, was born in the Depression era. Raised by a sharecropper in Mountville, South Carolina, she was a farm girl-turned-sophisticate who refused to be confined by the blunt dictates to Black women of her time. She was a career woman who mastered dual professions as an educator—she taught language arts in middle school and English classes in college—and as a radio broadcaster. Grandma Ethel’s life was a series of checked boxes and accomplished goals. The hallway in her house was a walk through a shrine. One side boasted an infinite display of plaques and awards, including her honorary doctorate and induction into the SC Broadcaster’s Hall of Fame. The other side showcased her pride in her children, all nine of them. And they all went to college, a household commandment.

			Ju-li-et, Grandma Ethel continued, evenly enunciating every syllable in one melodious swoop like a broadcaster…or an English teacher. You’re smart. You will do well, whatever you decide to put your mind to. But you have got to control your mouth!

			My mind swirled with other voices, too.

			Girl—keep your head down, don’t rock the boat. Just do what they tell you to do. Your job is to make your boss look good! My living African-American mentors, mostly baby boomers raised during the Civil Rights era, often advised me to keep me out of trouble, as if I were a slave in the early 1800s.

			And yet even now, in 2016, after eight years with a Black president in the White House—and a woman on the verge of becoming the next one—it was painful to realize some corporations still didn’t value diversity, equity, and inclusion. Sure, many companies hired for diversity. But if you were a minority and wanted to survive, you learned to assimilate—look like, think like, and act like those at the top who determined your worth.

			And so, for two decades, most of my work life felt like a tap dance, though I dreamed of ballet.

			You make that good money…don’t be a fool, those sage voices added as their final warning, lingering in my head.

			My body swelled with one final deep breath. I gazed into my own chocolate eyes in front of the mirror until my rapid heartbeat slowed its pace.

			“You got this, Juliet,” I convinced myself. Regardless of my own pep talk, sweat still beaded my forehead with the imminent uncertainty of my professional future.

			It was risky not having a clear roadmap of what I would do if I left corporate America. As a child of the seventies, I didn’t see many examples of people switching careers and I didn’t want to appear unstable, like a college student with an undeclared major. You chose a profession that paid the bills and stuck with it, like my mom, who was a career music teacher, and my dad, a career blue-collar service worker. Loving your work was only a bonus.

			That was the rule. But Grandma Ethel was an exception. She lived life with so much fluid freedom, and it inspired me. I needed her strength right now. My stomach roiled as if I were standing on the edge of a cliff.

			“God, help me,” I uttered, as I finally stepped away from the mirror and proceeded to my garage, where my silver Lexus sedan awaited. I whipped out my iPhone to activate my playlist before departing my home, a remodeled four-bedroom, Victorian-inspired house in the green suburbs of Northwest Atlanta.

			I found solace in the strong, high-octave vibrato of Tamela Mann that transcended my aching soul to the very feet of God. I filled my car with this song each weekday morning to stabilize my blood pressure while I drove to the office, a glassy multistoried building that now seemed more like a cage.

			For forty-five minutes, I clutched the steering wheel and zipped through unusually loose traffic on the Atlanta beltway. It was summer’s eve in the Peach State. The sun flexed its rays early on this warm June morning. But I welcomed this southern heat over the scorching trial that awaited me at nine o’clock about my career—a meeting to “be on the same page.”

			For the past year and a half, my corporate career, which at one time offered me so much opportunity, had transformed me into a sitting duck. And so I needed strength on this particular day, more than ever, because, well…today was the day.

			The day of final reckoning. The day where things would either change for the better or for the worse. The day, I thought, where some human with a high office, one who didn’t know my story, held the power to render a judgment that could interrupt my professional plans, delete my generous salary, and wipe away my existence from a company I’d dedicated years of my life to help grow. It could all happen in the blink of an eye.

			“Everything has an expiration date,” I groaned.

			At 8:50 a.m. or so, I arrived at the corporate complex and marched through the office toward the human resources section of the building. Faceless coworkers along the hallway, who wandered and chatted outside a break room after fixing their morning coffee, saw me approaching and cleared my path like the parting of the Red Sea.

			Did they know something I didn’t? Their heads were down, no eyes peered at me. There were no disingenuous “good mornings,” “hellos,” or “how are you today?” questions that typically greeted me every morning. Perhaps because only two types of people really existed in human resources—those on their way in, and those on their way out.

			I massaged my chest as it throbbed harder with every step toward the meeting room. I stopped at the door, wiped my sweaty palms on my skirt, and took one final long breath before turning the knob. Two people sat at a rectangular table in a room that screamed, “This is where the bad news goes down!”

			A small, sterile conference room with dreary gray walls and no windows appeared as hopeless as playing tennis on a rainy day. Long white lightbulbs emanated a low dull hum. A steel conference table with several empty chairs seemed haunted with the ghosts of past firings, disciplinary improvement meetings, and organizational restructurings. I couldn’t help but feel as though I were a suspect awaiting questioning on an episode of Law & Order.

			A late-fiftyish, silvery-haired senior manager from human resources, Heath Pulski, sat on the left side of the head table, while his assistant sat on the other side at the far end. Heath averted his eyes but somehow managed to acknowledge my entrance with a nod and awkward motion to have a seat near him, as if I were truly in the power seat.

			My eyes narrowed at his silk polo shirt and khaki trousers. He was more appropriately dressed for a day on the greens than for a formal face-to-face with another seasoned leader in the company. He didn’t notice my disapproval and it didn’t matter. His good-ole-boy status wasn’t going anywhere.

			With ease, I took my seat, relaxed my arms on the chair, and flashed my million-dollar smile at Heath as if I had just earned immunity on The Biggest Loser. Acting was everything. As a leader, I had to show strength in the face of opposition, even if I was scared as hell.

			So, there we were—I, Juliet, good ole boy Heath, and his mousy administrative assistant, who never raised her head above her laptop. One thing for certain: It’s never good when it’s just you and human resources in the room.

			“Nice suit.” Heath spoke in an even, tenor voice that could easily mimic a male Siri.

			“Mmm.” I acknowledged his comment with a quick nod.

			His icebreaker was as terse as the immediate discourse that followed. “You’re well-spoken…and direct.” Heath glanced quickly at his notes. “Yet you intimidate people. You struggle with relationships on your team. They feel uncomfortable around you.”

			I briefly looked away from him, sighing, to hide my frustration at why my being articulate and to the point was both a surprise and a problem for others. I’d never heard a Caucasian woman or man be criticized for being well-spoken or for not mincing words. Heath didn’t lead with my work performance, only the perceptions and feelings that other people had of me and my communication style.

			And I knew who the culprit was—Connor Rumpkin, a tenured group leader with the company.

			Connor, or “Con,” as he liked to be called, was a wrinkly elder who sat in the same seat, and in the same role, for many years. His leadership style was anything but collaborative—more old-school and hierarchical, reminiscent of a boot camp sergeant. But he was a close pal of the senior vice president in the company, which helped him more in his career than his personality or ability to inspire people.

			Eighteen months ago, a job opportunity was posted inside the company to lead a new business unit that involved corporate training and storytelling. I was selected to build and manage the team, which afforded me a stage. It was the perfect marriage of utilizing my natural gifts of public speaking to teach and share the story of a brand I loved, and I drank the Kool-Aid.

			The problem was, though, I was too good at it. My gifts had blossomed like a velvet rose. I reveled in the finality of discovering who I truly was—an inspirational voice that could empower people.

			I was getting booked to speak on large stages and share tips on career development, women’s empowerment, and leadership to diverse audiences, sometimes on behalf of the company and other times unrelated to the company on my personal time. Encouraging people from a stage made me feel like a genius. It was where I belonged, where the world made sense to me.

			One of my biggest highs was speaking to an audience of 1,500 people in a college commencement ceremony, a tremendous honor for which people of high renown and influence get tapped. My reputation as an inspiring, captivating voice began to precede me from that moment on, and before I knew it, the streets were promoting me.

			My confidence soared like a peacock parading its vibrant feathers, which raised some eyebrows and made some people in the building, including Con, think, “Who does she think she is?”

			Meeting with Con was a chore. I always had to get prayed up before our one-on-ones.

			“I want you to limit your external involvement.” Con got right to the point. It was our first quarter meeting, and he called me in to set new expectations for my role. “No more speeches, talks, or board engagement. I want your focus to be all internal now. I have projects I need you to do.”

			As Con rolled out my new job description, an acute sickening, aching feeling of loss washed over me. I was like a baby yanked away from its mother.

			“But, Con, this is my sweet spot!” I pleaded, leaning forward on the edge of my seat. Desperate, I tried to remain calm and swallowed hard to dissolve the lump forming in my throat, straining to get the next words out of me. “This is how I add value, what I was selected for, how I connect. Didn’t you say you wanted to give me more work in my sweet spot?”

			Con did not budge. His eyes were like two metallic gray holes. I caught a glimpse into his soul and discovered nothing there.

			I added, “Well, then, why can’t I speak on my own time? At church? At colleges, speaking to students about their careers? I love serving people in this way!”

			“You are an agent of this company, you spent most of your career here,” he said, chuckling, “What else could you possibly have to speak about?”

			Heat swelled inside my body, and for a few seconds, all I saw was red.

			“Jobs change,” he continued, looking down, shuffling his papers. “If you still want yours, then focus on the projects I give you.”

			Troublemaker or threat, which had I become? I clenched my fists. “Why are my speaking engagements a problem? It doesn’t conflict with the work I currently do. I’m doing good things, making an impact. Don’t you want me to grow and be better?” Or stay in my place, I wondered. “I mean, what’s the real issue here?”

			“Look.” Con’s words were slow and intentional. He scanned messages on his iPhone like that was more important than his time with me. “I’m not trying to hide you.”

			With pursed lips, I tilted my head and raised an eyebrow, unconvinced.

			“But you are not the spokesperson for this company,” he scoffed, as if the very idea was ridiculous.

			Dejected, I wanted to retreat to my office, but our meeting hadn’t ended. Deep inside, I knew God didn’t create me to be contained and mentally shackled. I also knew this company—and Con—had the authority to dictate whatever they desired because the truth was, I chose to work there. If I wanted to stay on the payroll, I would have to soldier up and obey. Period.

			Con paused, put his iPhone down, and looked back at me. I could see his mind thinking before he slammed the gavel. “And, Juliet, Georgia is an ‘at-will’ state. It’s up to you.”

			And that was that.

			Then Heath cleared his throat, breaking my reverie about Con, and brought me back to the present to continue his contrived narrative of my “performance” issues.

			“You’re a great public speaker,” Heath continued in his matter-of-fact, bulleted script, “but you’re not humble. You’re trying to build a brand, on the cover of a magazine. You didn’t get approval for that. You assume more autonomy than your role allows. You post pictures on social media, trying to promote yourself.”

			True, I had posted new headshots, radio interviews, and pictures of speaking engagements on my personal social media. The magazine cover was only to promote the storytelling work the company had assigned me to do. Perhaps it appeared as though I had become an emerging celebrity—a brown-faced female leader standing out in a company where there were no women of color in the C-suite. It clearly turned heads.

			People must have been buzzing inside the office, “How is she getting all these opportunities?”

			How, they’d asked?

			I just shook my head.

			Because I never waited on handouts. Because I always saw myself as bigger than my role. And instead of playing the race card, whining about being overlooked for a promotion, or waiting on my supervisors to develop or “sponsor” me, I learned to be my own champion and started owning my opportunities.

			That was how!

			And yet, still, the room got smaller and darker with the rude awakening that my initiative and success were essentially acts of treason. The pretty Black woman with the wide-toothed smile was not a mindless puppet, and she believed she was capable of more. But I got too big for my britches, pushing the boundaries of my sandbox and getting my hand slapped as a result.

			They want to determine what success looks like for me, I reckoned. I fought to keep my face stiff, though deep inside I brewed with righteous indignation. They didn’t see me as a leader, only a glorified contributor with limits in their kingdom.

			My body heat crept up like a volcano on the brink of eruption. My chest tightened at the thought of these good ole White boys asserting boundaries for me, a forty-one-year-old African-
American woman, on what I was allowed to do, or not do.

			I saw Heath glance over at his secretary, trying to catch her eye, perhaps to make sure she was capturing all the notes or for reassurance that he was on track with the script. He was in his stride and closing in on the kill.

			With his quick and robotic voice, he continued, “You have three options. You can stay in your current role, but you’ll be put on a performance improvement plan. You can move to another team. Or, you can leave, with our support.”

			The drumroll stopped. The volcano inside me stilled. The knots in my stomach from earlier that morning dissipated. No more mystery, no more uncertainty. In that moment, my standing with this company became as clear as the June-blue sky.

			I froze, contemplating the crossroads I now faced. Heath made no reference to my breaking any policy nor doing something performance related to work—it was all about my communication style and, perhaps, the growing publicity that the company, or Con, did not support. Instead of bowing my head, saying “Yes, sir,” and kissing the ring, I stood on the brink of being let go.

			There was a risk to spotlights. It made you a target.

			Stay. Transfer. Or, leave.

			“If you stay,” Heath interrupted my thoughts, “you will be put on a performance improvement plan—and, uh well, things are already not working for you in your current department.” I knew what he meant. I would eventually get fired.

			“But, Heath, these are all the things I’ve done for this company,” I defended myself.

			I gave him the highlights of my corporate track record—my work in previous departments, my leadership in the community, my mentoring other women and representing the company in international leadership missions—all value-added impacts. Scores of written letters, honors, and verbal accolades from other peers and leaders commending my work, leadership, and even teamwork all seemed to be forgotten at that moment.

			“You’ve made some positive contributions to the company.”

			Some?  Really.

			“But our culture is non-confrontational. That’s our fault. You have struggled with relationships on other teams.” There was finality in Heath’s tone. This issue was not up for debate.

			I had been labeled “passionate, confident, strong, independent”—qualities often celebrated in men but code for “hard to
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